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Student Collaboration:  Early Childhood Teachers’ Roles and Perspectives 
by 
Kimberly Kraft Ballantyne 
Early childhood environments can offer valuable opportunities for student collaboration. Social 
interactions allow students to practice listening to each other and learn how to work together. 
This study focused on the roles and perspectives of early childhood educators related to student 
collaboration in the classroom. Six educators from one elementary school in New Hampshire 
participated in two focus group discussions, the first of which included a presentation on student 
collaboration with first graders. Participants also completed four concept maps highlighting their 
perspectives about student collaboration and one written reflection comparing their perspectives 
before and after engaging in the focus group discussions. Participants’ awareness of strategies for 
student collaboration grew through these discussions among peers. Implications of the study 
include providing opportunities for educators to engage in discussions that examine their 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
In many early childhood classrooms, teachers are realizing their valuable roles in 
facilitating student collaboration. Collaborative activities allow students to practice essential 
skills that are critical to their future interactions throughout their educational experiences and life 
decisions. At any grade level, teachers are expected to be well versed in the Common Core 
Standards (NGA & CCSSO, 2010) and look beyond the grade level they teach in order to 
understand the future goals for their students. For the states that have adopted Common Core, 
they are recognizing that students require certain skills before they can be expected to work 
collaboratively. Teachers who begin by teaching specific collaboration strategies, listening to 
others, compromising, establishing common goals, assigning roles and responsibilities, and 
giving constructive feedback are preparing their students for successful collaborative 
experiences.  
Teachers who dedicate their time focusing on well-established social-emotional skills and 
expected behaviors believe that this foundation reduces potential conflicts between students 
during their work together. Teachers must build in time during their experiences for students to 
reflect on their work with others so they can learn from it before their next collaborative 
assignment. Teachers might ask students to reflect on their successes and failures and to think 
about how they might do things differently (Quinn, 2012). 
Depending on the priorities of the teachers and their professional development 
opportunities, individual teachers may not encourage or fully understand the value in offering 
time for group work in their classrooms. How teachers provide opportunities and offer support 
for students to explain their thinking during class instruction may impact how well students 
explain content-related ideas to each other when asked to work collaboratively (Webb, 2008).   
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Student collaboration and cooperative learning have similar qualities but different 
outcomes. Cooperative learning is a structure where the teacher assigns tasks to individuals 
within a group and the students complete those tasks independently. The pieces combine together 
form the completed cooperative assignment. Collaboration is a philosophy, not just a classroom 
technique, where individuals are discussing and creating something new together (Panitz & 
Panitz, 1999). In collaboration experiences students need to feel they are valued group members 
who share a goal and commitment using creativity and problem-solving as essential tools for 
working together. Moving forward in collaboration doesn’t occur until there is agreement among 
the group about how to move forward. A teacher’s beliefs, values, and perceptions can enhance 
the experience and promote positive, creative expression. The teacher’s knowledge of social-
emotional skills and patience for facilitating conflict among students are critical components of 
the process and total experience during collaboration. 
It is important to learn how early childhood teachers’ perceptions of their roles in 
facilitating collaboration guide what they do in their classrooms as they organize for 
collaborative experiences among students. This information has the potential to guide future 
research on student collaboration and to support teachers seeking to promote collaboration in 
their classrooms.   
Purpose of the Study 
 Many early childhood public school teachers are held to strict curricular expectations that 
may prevent them from offering opportunities for collaboration. Yet, Common Core Standards 
require teachers to plan for collaboration (NGA & CCSSO, 2010). Collaborative discussions are 
an expectation across all grade levels K-12 in the Common Core in English Language Arts 




Participate in collaborative conversations with diverse partners about “kindergarten 
topics and texts” with peers and adults in small and larger groups. 
§ CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1 
Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in 
groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grades 11-12 topics, texts, and issues, 
building on others' ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively. 
The skills that develop from collaboration are significant in relation to the types of life 
experiences young children will have in their futures. Learning what teachers think about student 
collaboration and the ways they incorporate student collaboration into their classrooms can help 
early childhood teachers plan for these opportunities. This study is organized around focus group 
conversations with kindergarten through second grade teachers in New Hampshire. This study 
examined what holds teachers back from providing collaborative opportunities. In the study, the 
researcher wanted to learn what strategies they use if and when they offer collaborative 
opportunities, and what they learned and claimed to implement after viewing examples of 
student collaboration in the form of a powerpoint presentation with photographs of first grade 
students involved in collaborative activities.    
Research Questions 
1. What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of the concept of student collaboration? 
2. Do teachers’ perceptions of their teaching styles influence their concept of student 
collaboration? 
3. What do teachers state as good strategies for student collaboration?  
a. What are teachers’ perceptions of their role in student collaboration? 
 
 14 
b. What are teachers’ perceptions of the student’s role in student collaboration? 
4. What are shifts in teachers’ beliefs about student collaboration after viewing a 
presentation that includes photos and information of first grade students engaged in a 
collaborative learning experience? 
Significance of the Study 
Collaborative learning experiences exist in education and work environments. In our 
society, the expectation is that individuals can work together in a positive, productive way in a 
variety of settings throughout their lives. Students should be exposed to these collaborative 
opportunities early in their education. By scaffolding this learning for young students, we will be 
preparing them for successful future collaborative experiences. This research investigated how 
teachers perceive student collaboration and the strategies they use to promote student 
collaboration. Several terms are used interchangeably to describe students working together: 
group work, project work, cooperative learning, teamwork, and collaboration. It is important to 
establish a clear understanding of teachers’ interpretations of collaboration, methods of the 
process, and perceptions of its value. The knowledge gained will guide further research and 
implementation of strategic collaboration skills for future success.   




Collaboration is the action of working with someone to produce or create something. 
Collaboration is a mutual engagement of participants in a coordinated effort to solve a problem. 
It is a philosophy of interaction. The individual is responsible for their actions and learning. 






Lai (2011) describes collaborative learning as two or more people attempting to learn 
something together. It is when groups of individuals work together to search for understanding, 
meaning, solutions, or to create a product of their learning.  
Cooperative Learning 
 
Lai (2011) defines cooperative learning as a division of labor where individuals split the 
work of a specific project. They work in small groups under the close guidance of a teacher. This 
structure of interaction is designed to facilitate the accomplishment of a specific goal or end 
product through working together in groups. 
Dialogic Teaching 
 
Dialogic teaching means using talk most effectively for carrying out teaching and 
learning. Dialogic teaching involves ongoing talk between teacher and students, not just teacher-
presentation. Gillies (2015) states that through dialogue, teachers can gain students' perspectives, 
engage with their developing ideas and help them overcome misunderstandings. When students 
are given opportunities to contribute to classroom dialogue they can explore the limits of their 
own understanding.  
Talk Moves 
 
 Talk moves are strategies that help build a culture in the classroom. O’Connor and 
Michaels (2019) describe talk moves as utterance-sized units of talk, intended (as a “move” in a 
game) to get the other player(s) to respond in some way. A few types of moves are repeating, 






In this study, the term teacher will refer to any adult in a professional capacity within a 
qualified early childhood educational setting who works with young children, kindergarten 
through second grade.   
Teacher Efficacy 
 
 Teacher efficacy is when a teacher believes in their own ability to guide students to 
success. Atiles et al. (2013) state that for over 30 years, researchers have explored the link 
between teacher self-efficacy and student achievement. 
Overview of the Study 
 This paper is organized into five chapters. The first chapter introduces the thesis, the 
purpose of the study, the research questions, and the significance of this research. The second 
chapter includes a literature review and explanation of theories that relate to the topic of 
collaboration. In this chapter, teacher facilitation of collaboration, Common Core Standards 
related to collaboration, and teachers’ perceptions of collaboration are discussed. Also included 
is a section about conflict in play and learning, professional development, focus groups, and 
concept maps. Chapter three discusses the methodology used and how information gathered was 
coded. Chapter four discusses the findings of this study, themes from interview transcripts, 
concept maps, and analysis in relation to the constructivist and behaviorist focus of the 




Chapter 2. Literature Review 
 The concept of student collaboration in early childhood classrooms is beginning to 
become more recognized in education. The research suggests that students are more successful 
collaborators when they are given adequate time to engage in meaningful play with their peers in 
an environment created for inquiry (Corsaro, 2011). There is a natural progression from 
preschool-aged students who are learning to appreciate the benefits of including others in their 
play to elementary-aged students who can apply the skills of collaboration to their work with 
classmates. Vygotsky’s term, internalization, is explained by Corsaro (2011) who stated that 
every function in the child’s development appears twice: first on the social level, and later on the 
individual level. All of our psychological and social skills (cognitive, communicative and 
emotional) are always from our interactions with others. Corsaro’s (2011) explanation of 
Vygotsky’s theory provides a clearer understanding of this concept regarding the need for 
children to practice and develop skills at the interpersonal level through play before internalizing 
them at the individual level. This internalizing leads to successful collaboration in academic 
settings where students increase their knowledge by working together. Butler and Walton (2013) 
suggest that a drive to engage in shared collaborative activities in early childhood environments 
leads children to find collaborative activities to be intrinsically motivating. Their research 
focused on the psychological idea that collaboration can bring people together to overcome 
challenges even when they are not physically together. 
Theories 
 Educational research is organized around theoretical frameworks. With the focus of this 
study on student collaboration, it is important to understand the implications of behaviorist and 
constructivist theories. Constructivist theorists believe that learners construct their own 
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understanding of their world, which is influenced by their interactions with people and materials 
(Gillies, 2013). Constructivist educators rely on more autonomy among learners in student 
collaboration than what is implied by behaviorist theory, where classroom processes are more 
teacher-directed (Spodek & Saracho, 1999). Constructivist theorists include Vygotsky (Cicconi, 
2013), Dewey (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011), and Corsaro. Skinner and Watson provide information on 
the behaviorist perspective. Additionally, Bronfenbrenner’s work (Tudge et al., 2021) relates to 
the role of the structure of the learning environment which influences student collaboration.  
Lev Vygotsky’s ideas are that students learn socially from working with peers and expert 
others, who can be peers or a facilitating adult (Webb et al., 2008). William Corsaro’s (2008) 
work includes understanding the role of conflict and how children negotiate, share and create a 
culture with adults and each other. Urie Bronfenbrenner’s systems examine the children’s 
various environments to learn more about their growth and development (Tudge et al., 2021). 
John Dewey supported experiential learning which included hands-on opportunities that allowed 
students to make sense of the world around them (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011). The theorists referenced 
in this study each have contributed ideas to children’s social development and how collaboration 
and connection with others enhance learning. In addition to Dewey, Vygotsky’s social 
constructivist theory supports the organization of social grouping and scaffolding among peers 




 Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist, describes the socially meaningful activity as the 
way we learn about ourselves by interacting with others. Vygotsky is known as the “father of 
social learning”. He argued for teachers to assess students’ ability to solve problems, rather than 
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knowledge acquisition. His social constructivist development theory included what he called the 
ZPD (zone of proximal development), and MKO (more knowledgeable other). He believed that a 
gap existed between a level of actual development, which is what can be done independently, 
and the potential level of development, which can be accomplished with assistance. The time that 
children spend in a social environment shapes their learning and cognitive function. When a 
learner is paired with an MKO, learning happens within the ZPD. The peer or adult can scaffold 
the learning in a variety of ways in order to achieve successful results. Vygotsky suggests 
multiple options: peer-to-peer interaction, students working in small groups or pairs, and adult 
modeling or providing prompts and structures to achieve positive results (Cicconi, 2013; Isbell & 
Raines, 2013).  
 Vygotsky believed that every function in a child’s cultural development happened twice: 
first through social interactions and then independently. This applies to learning new concepts, 
developing through play, and active participation through social experiences. Collaborative 
learning has a lot to do with ZPD. When educators help students learn within their ZPD, children 
can increase their knowledge about subjects that are difficult for them. Working with more 
capable classmates helps create forward progress for all students (Bodrova & Leong, 2001). The 
more capable students benefit from explaining their thinking to their peers. This solidifies their 
understandings while helping others become more comfortable learning unfamiliar concepts. 
Strategies constructivist educators recommend for facilitating collaboration include allowing 
students time to work together, providing positive scaffolding techniques, becoming more adept 
at asking open-ended questions in order to determine where student skills are, and making sure 
active learning is happening (DeVries & Zan, 2012). Positive guidance and encouragement from 
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peers and educators are essential for the successful implementation of Vygotsky’s theories of 
social interaction and communication.  
William Corsaro 
 
William Corsaro’s (2011) primary research interests include the sociology of childhood 
and children’s unique peer cultures. Corsaro focuses his work on how children negotiate, share, 
and create a culture with adults and each other. His term “interpretive reproductions” meant to 
highlight the creative aspects of children’s participation in society along with the idea that 
children actively contribute to cultural change. Their childhoods are affected by the societies and 
cultures they are a part of and in attempting to make sense of the adult world, children produce 
their own peer worlds and cultures. Friendships are constructed through active involvement in 
social worlds and peer cultures. Friendship means producing shared activity together in a specific 
area and protecting that play from the intrusion of others.  
Understanding Corsaro’s research (2011) provides us with background knowledge of 
peer interactions that set the stage for future collaboration in the classroom. When students are 
given ample opportunities to interact together and work through a variety of play scenarios, they 
are gaining experience and learning how to communicate their feelings and ideas. Corsaro’s 
(2011) research contains information about the concepts of sharing and gaining control in initial 
peer cultures. Young children enjoy doing things together, but they can encounter challenges 
coordinating play and working together, therefore, they spend time creating, protecting, and 
gaining access to basic activities and routines in their peer culture (among peers). Corsaro 
noticed how children attempt to gain control over their lives by role-playing adult situations and 
directly resisting adult rules (Corsaro, 2000).  
 
 21 
Conflict plays a part in his research. He discusses conflict as a central element of peer 
culture. Conflicts that emerge in children’s interactions with peers and adults create 
disequilibrium which often brings about cognitive and cultural change. Corsaro (2011) 
references Garvey’s (1991) guidelines for successful play, which articulates strategies teachers 
can use to support children.  
Figure 1 




Russian/American psychologist, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 
emphasizes the importance of studying a child in the context of multiple environments in order 
to understand the child’s development. The work of Bronfenbrenner is organized into four levels 
known as ecological systems. The ecological systems include the microsystem, mesosystem, 
exosystem, and macrosystem (Tudge et al., 2021). Bronfenbrenner believed that children are 
Catherine Garvey’s Guidelines 
for Successful Play Entry
Don’t ask
Don’t ask questions 
for information 
(if you can’t tell 
what’s going on, you 
shouldn’t be 




yourself or state your 
feelings about the 
group or its activity
(they’re not 
interested)
Don’t disagree or 
criticize
Don’t disagree or 
criticize the 
proceedings 
(you have no right to 
do so, since you’re an 
outsider)
Watch
Watch what’s going 
on
Figure out
Figure out the play 
theme
Enter
Enter the area and 
plug into the action by 
producing a variant of 
the play theme
Hold off
Hold off on making 
suggestions or 
attempting to redirect 






products of their environment, and their environment affects their growth and development. The 
model focuses on patterns of development across time and the interactions between the 
development of the child and the environment. The child is at the center of the model. Each of 
the systems interact with and influence each other in every aspect of the child’s life. The 
microsystem refers to the setting where the child spends a considerable amount of time which 
would include his or her home, neighborhood, and school. The way a child interacts with people 
in the microsystem will affect how the child is treated in return (Tudge et al., 2021).  
The mesosystem is the connection between family and school experiences. These can 
create a positive impact on the child’s development if peers and family members get along. If 
not, it can cause conflict for the child and create feelings of disequilibrium which would 
negatively affect the child’s development (Tudge et al., 2021).  
The exosystem is where the child doesn’t have control over experiences but can be 
indirectly affected by situations or the decisions of others. The macrosystem is the largest 
collection of people and places that have influences on the child. Cultural patterns and values 
belong in this system. The child’s ideas and beliefs are formed through exposure to others and 
the situations that the child experiences. These practices affect all children and their families as 
well as powerfully shape the development of each individual child (Tudge et al., 2021).  
The chronosystem was added later by Bronfenbrenner. It encompasses the dimension of 
time as it relates to a child’s environments. Elements within this system can be either external, 
such as the timing of a parent’s death, or internal, such as the physiological changes that occur as 
the child grows up (Darling, 2007). There were three processes added later to create what is 
known as the integrated ecological system framework. These processes include biological, 





John Dewey was an American philosopher of education who believed that humans learn 
through a hands-on approach. His educational philosophy includes the idea that by interacting 
with their environment, students will adapt and learn through these real experiences (Dodd-
Nufrio, 2011). Dodd-Nufrio (2011) discusses the connection between the Reggio experience and 
Dewey’s theory since it’s very visible in Reggio-inspired classrooms, where the curriculum 
focuses on teacher facilitation of students’ inquiry that is organized around small core learning 
groups. Reggio-inspired schools are built upon a social constructivist framework where both 
children and adults co-construct their knowledge through interactions with people and the 
environment, which is significant because the curriculum is not preplanned. Instead, teachers 
must be receptive to researching the deep meaning of the children’s activity in addition to 
researching content to satisfy the questions that surface from students. Both Loris Malaguzzi and 
John Dewey see the child as a knowledge maker (Dodd-Nufrio, 2011). Navigating an open and 
uncertain curriculum that emerges in an interactive and responsive approach to the questions of 
children and teachers relies on a classroom community, the foundation of relationship building.   
B.F. Skinner and Watson 
 
 Skinner and Watson wanted to prove behavior could be predicted and controlled. They 
studied how learning is affected by changes in the environment and external forces. Behaviorism 
is the theory that behavior can be explained in terms of conditioning which can alter patterns of 
behavior. Acting, thinking, and feeling are regarded as behavior, and changing behavior through 
rewarding correct performance creates change. Linear teaching, direct instruction, and extrinsic 
motivators in a classroom are what we know to be behaviorism (Spodek & Saracho, 1999).  
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  Spodek and Saracho (1999) discuss behaviorism in their article about the relationships 
between different theories of child development. Behavior modification, an application of 
behavioral theory, has been used to design programs to help children learn. It has probably had 
its greatest application in working with children with disabilities and in modifying the anti-social 
behavior of some children. Behaviorists focus closely on environmental manipulation to modify 
the development of children. Within operant conditioning theory a reinforcement is a reward that 
is given following a child's positive action. Connecting the reward to the action increases the 
probability of that action occurring again.  
Collaboration 
 Young children demonstrate a natural desire to collaborate when they are observed in 
playful games with peers. Butler and Walton (2013) hypothesized that this motivation to 
collaborate in the early years may facilitate children’s learning and motivation and inspire them 
to work harder together. Opportunities to collaborate can bring students together to work hard 
and overcome challenges.   
 Collaboration is frequently viewed in terms of coordinating shared actions and thinking. 
Working with partners toward achieving shared goals can benefit children’s planning, executive 
functioning, mathematical, and scientific problem-solving (Young et al., 2019). 
Collaboration is linked to several important educational outcomes, including critical 
thinking, metacognition, and motivation. Lai (2011) suggests that collaborative interactions that 
prepare students for collaboration include coordination, communication, conflict resolution, 
decision making, problem-solving, and negotiation. Teachers should give students plenty of 
opportunities to practice collaborative skills. Students need to be given time and directions in 
order to learn how to give explanations, ask for help, and respond to others’ requests for help 
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during collaborative activities. Ground rules are essential to establish with students. This would 
include sharing relevant information and suggestions, providing reasons to back up their thinking 
and ideas, asking for reasons from other participants, and making decisions together. An 
important part of the process is understanding and accepting that the group, rather than the 
individual, is ultimately responsible for decisions and actions (Lai, 2011). 
The conflicts that exist during free play provide necessary interactions between students 
that develop the skills to prepare children for successful collaboration in the future. When these 
social experiences happen under the close observation of a trusted teacher, students begin 
building the skills they need to become collaborators who can accomplish goals together 
(Goodhall & Atkinson, 2017). Knowledge is co-constructed through interactions among 
collaborators, and misunderstandings are important for students to learn how to construct an 
explanation, give reasons, and justify their thinking (Lai, 2011) 
Common Core on Collaboration 
 
According to the Common Core State Standard CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.1 for 
comprehension and collaboration: students need to prepare for and participate effectively in a 
range of conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and persuasively. The Common Core Standards are high standards 
that are consistent across the states that adopted them, which provide teachers, parents, and 
students with a set of clear expectations to ensure that all students have the skills and knowledge 
necessary to succeed in college, career, and life upon graduation from high school, regardless of 
where they live (NGA & CCSSO, 2010). 
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These standards are aligned with the expectations of colleges and future employers. They 
were developed to prepare all students to collaborate and compete with their peers in the United 
States and abroad.  
Group Work/Collaboration in Early Childhood 
 
The relationship that a teacher creates with their students is an essential part of teaching. 
A teacher’s use of language can influence that relationship. Gillies’ (2015) study examined two 
goals for examining how three teachers engaged in dialogic teaching. First, to observe if focusing 
on different types of prompting promoted thinking, problem-solving, and reasoning in students 
and whether or not it would improve the relationship between the teacher and students. Second, 
to provide examples of the different dialogical interactions that students use as they work 
cooperatively together on a specific problem-solving task. Gillies’ (2015) study involved three 
teachers chosen at random from a cohort of teachers who had participated in professional 
development workshops on dialogic teaching. The teachers taught Year 7, which in the United 
States would be equivalent to Grades 4-6. An examination of the different dialogic interactions 
that occurred in the 17 student groups showed that 57–89% of the total exchanges involved 
students making statements, challenging thoughts, asking questions, speculating, reasoning, and 
justifying their thinking. The groups worked on a common goal. The two choices were to design 
a bicycle for different terrains or represent the different parts of a cell.  
Gillies (2015) explains that the teacher’s role is to activate student thinking and 
understanding by using questioning strategies to create opportunities for students to engage in 
conversations. With this guidance, students can learn to ask questions and explore ideas while 
uncovering solutions to problems and developing reasoning skills. The teacher is preparing 
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students to work together by helping them reflect on their own ideas and encouraging the 
engagement of students sharing ideas with one another.  
The students had created a variety of ways of talking that they used to respond to others’ 
questions, statements, reasons, and challenges. A commitment to the group and the task they 
were completing was evident from students’ acceptance to include others in their discussions, 
have long conversations about a topic, and build on each other’s ideas. Teachers who engage in 
dialogic teaching are aware that listening carefully, scaffolding thinking and understanding 
through meaningful conversations benefit student learning. These skills give students the chance 
to learn how to participate in successful collaborative experiences facilitated by thoughtful 
teachers who understand the value of language.  
 Kutnick et al. (2008) report that the development of effective group working relies upon 
key principles of relational development, the long-term commitment of teachers, and the ability 
of teachers and pupils to turn their classes into collective learning environments. Children must 
have skills to communicate effectively (listening, explaining, sharing ideas). They must learn to 
trust and respect one another. Kutnick (2008) explains that children in Years 1 and 2 (ages 5-7) 
took part in this study. The relational approach developed for this study addressed these skills in 
a developmental sequence that parallel skills developed in close relationships. They were 
integrated into the classroom over the course of one year. The author explains further that 
teachers and children who worked with this approach reported fewer incidents of disruptive 
behavior, an increased ability to work with peers of a large range of abilities or other individual 
differences without teacher direction, and children taking more responsibility, becoming more 
independent, and trusting their own process. These behaviors allowed teachers to become more 
selective and reflective about their interventions with children. More research is needed to 
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identify which of these factors was responsible for the theoretical effects of the relational 
approach and find out if early childhood teachers in the United States say they are using any of 
these strategies. 
In their development of a process called “talk moves”, authors O’Connor and Michaels 
(2019) supported teachers to “open up the conversation” so that they could hear more from their 
students. O’Connor and Michaels (2019) explain how their work has shifted over the years to 
position students as thinkers, arguers, and makers of meaning. That work led them to focus on 
tools and practices that would help teachers manage the complexity of the classroom. The 
authors present their view of talk moves as roughly utterance-sized units of talk, intended as a 
“move” in a game to get the other player(s) to respond in some way. A few types of moves are, 
repeating, adding on, silent signals, and changing thinking. Talk moves are strategies that help 
build a culture in the classroom. A classroom culture where students’ thoughts are welcome and 
students are regularly expected to speak, listen, and respond to one another provides an 
environment for great discussions. Educators need time to develop these moves and understand 
their potential for improving instruction and relationships. Other moves include re-voicing, 
reasoning, and waiting. 
Teacher Facilitation of Group Work/Collaboration 
In a study of the role of teacher instructional practices in student collaboration (Webb et 
al., 2008) the authors investigate how often teachers engage in practices that support students’ 
explanations of their thinking and how these teaching practices might be related to the 
explanations that students give when asked by the teacher to collaborate with each other. Three 
teachers were chosen from two different schools in Southern California. There were two second 
grade teachers and one third grade teacher. Before beginning this study, the teachers were part of 
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a large-scale study focused on supporting teachers’ efforts to engage their students in algebraic 
thinking. They had been participating in professional development for over a year. The authors 
explain that the teachers chosen for this study had been observed using small-group collaborative 
work in similar ways.  
 Webb et al. (2008) state that student collaboration is becoming more recognized by 
researchers, teachers, and policy makers as a way to enhance learning, but most of the research 
on effective collaboration explores the interactions of students in their peer groups only. The 
purpose of conducting this study was to examine teacher practices and student participation 
around explaining their thinking. They specifically selected teachers who created environments 
where sharing ideas was expected, encouraged, and who engaged in similar practices of asking 
students to give explanations. All of the classrooms exhibited varying levels of student academic 
achievement. Student participation in collaborative student-led conversations, teacher practices, 
and student achievement were all examined. 
 The teachers’ practices during whole-class instruction and pair-share time were recorded 
using video as well as flat microphones placed between peers involved in discussions. Webb et 
al. (2008) looked at specific ways in which teachers encouraged students to explain their 
thinking during math lessons focused on the concept of equality in the number sentence. The 
teachers and students were recorded in whole group and small group sessions. Transcripts were 
made of these recordings, student work was collected, notes were taken in class, and interviews 
of the teachers were completed along with teacher surveys. Teacher behavior was coded for 
question-asking strategies, and students were coded for participation during pair-share 
conversations. Whole class lessons focused on recording when correct and complete 
explanations were given and correct or incorrect answers were shared.   
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 The results from the study by Webb et al. (2008) showed that the three teachers differed 
in how they probed student thinking. One of the teachers did the most to elicit students’ 
explanations by inviting students to explain and elaborate on their explanations whether they 
were initially correct or not. This teacher pushed the students to clearly describe their thinking by 
asking questions and worked with students to correct misconceptions. During pair-share time she 
guided how students could work together more effectively by listening and trying to understand 
each other’s explanations and not accepting answers without those explanations. The other 
teachers did not push students to give complete answers or share their thinking and often voiced 
what they thought students were saying instead. Also, they often provided lots of hints, strategies 
of their own preference, or invited another student to clarify the answers and correct procedures. 
The teacher who modeled expected communication during pair-share work was able to guide her 
students to an understanding of the collaborative conversation, and her students were likely 
exposed to these practices before this particular study. The data showed that student achievement 
in this classroom with the teacher modeling explaining practices scored the highest of all three 
classes.  
Webb et al. (2008) report limitations of their study related to the math assessment scores, 
and they mentioned background mathematical achievement and past experiences as factors that 
could significantly impact the results in this study. Future research was discussed by Webb et al. 
(2008) and directed towards studying teachers’ instructional practices, comprehension of 
material and the methods teachers use to convey the material. Other research ideas include 
investigating ways to prepare teachers for teaching students to explain their thinking in a 
collaborative classroom setting and exploring the most effective strategies teachers could use to 
achieve improved student success. Studying collaboration and its effectiveness in the classroom 
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provides a variety of insights and ways of approaching the concept of student collaboration and 
how important the teachers’ role is in facilitating this work with students. 
Student Collaboration 
 
Butler and Walton (2013) questioned the hypothesis; as the motivation to collaborate 
emerges during childhood, not only do children want to engage in collaborative activities just to 
be together, but also the collaborative nature of the activity can make the activity more enjoyable 
and worth pursuing. If this statement is true, then giving children opportunities to collaborate 
may increase their motivation for challenging tasks. The authors’ research consisted of 30, four- 
to five-year-old students. Their focus was on whether the psychological experience of 
collaboration can motivate young children. They showed each child a video of another child 
working on a puzzle. They were told that they were working “with” another child on a 
challenging puzzle. They went into the hall to get the puzzle and thanked the child for their 
work. Some children were told that the child in the video had worked on the puzzle several 
weeks ago. In all cases, each child worked alone, and the cues to evoke the experience of 
collaboration were only psychological. The children worked on the puzzles longer and reported 
to like the puzzle more when they worked “together”. Butler and Walton’s (2013) evidence 
showed that the opportunity to collaborate increases children’s motivation for challenging tasks. 
This study isolated the psychological sense of collaboration. Ideas for future research could 
discover that opportunities to collaborate may also allow children to share and take some credit 
for each other’s successes, leading them to feel a greater sense of enjoyment and 
accomplishment when they work together. 
Young et al. (2019) examined collaboration, focusing on early school-aged children, to 
find out if joint action learning could benefit students more than completing a task individually 
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or with a partner. In this study, the purpose was to investigate whether collaborative joint action 
affects children’s causal learning. Would students learn more from completing a task 
individually, through observation, or from working together? Since some research suggests that 
children with less experience in collaboration can be disrupted by the social aspects of working 
with others, Young et al. (2019) hypothesized that kindergarteners may be more negatively 
affected by joint action than first graders with more experience.  
Young et al. (2019) selected children from child-care centers and after-school programs 
in the Midwest of the United States. There were 60 kindergarteners and 60 first graders who 
were asked to perform interventions on novel machines jointly with an adult partner, perform the 
intervention themselves, or to observe interventions performed by an adult partner. They 
measured the children’s memory for the outcomes of the interventions and their inferences about 
the outcomes of novel interactions not encountered during learning. The directions were to work 
together and figure out how to make the shape machines function. There were intervention cards 
for them to follow and 3D shapes to be inserted into the machines to observe the machine’s 
movement or noise. After the learning phase, each child was asked to predict the outcomes and 
whether they remembered which shapes caused the sound or light to work. Encouraging verbal 
feedback was provided to maintain the child’s task engagement. The second task was a memory 
task; it required the child to remember who was in charge of the shapes from the first task.  
They examined children’s learning in two main ways: their memory for the outcomes of 
familiar interventions performed during training, and the accuracy of their inferences about new 
interventions. They also examined whether potential learning differences were present in 
children’s inference errors. Young et al. (2019) used generalized linear mixed models (GLMMs) 
to analyze the data. The independent variable was the child’s ability to recall the shapes shown 
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and their relationship to making the machines work. The results showed that joint action 
increased in both groups of children compared with individual and observable actions. In 
observation actions, both groups demonstrated similar accuracy. The first graders were more 
accurate in the joint action and individual action. Inference was one area where first graders 
improved learning, and kindergarteners were impaired by joint action.  
This research supports the view that children need to learn and develop skills to be 
effective collaborative learners. Students need to be taught these skills, and teachers need to 
know how to facilitate the acquisition of these skills for students. Since this work focused on 
tasks that were less engaging than tasks a kindergartner or first grader may choose, examining 
learning from joint action when the children coordinate their own actions, plans, and talk should 
be considered for further research. A same-aged partner versus an adult partner wasn’t 
mentioned in the article but should be taken into account when evaluating the data. Other 
suggestions for further research would be to explore different kindergarten experiences and 
examine how they promote the development of learning through collaboration.  
These studies provided important information specific to collaboration in early childhood 
classrooms. Current research identifies joint action as one skill of effective collaborative 
learning. Young et al. (2019) acknowledge the challenges that exist when using collaborative 
activities with young children. Their research highlights that the skills supporting collaborative 
learning need to be practiced. The benefits for this type of learning are undeniable but may be 
challenging since collaborative learning requires extra social processing demands for children, 
and the range of social development varies tremendously. Additionally, teachers’ abilities to 
organize and facilitate developmentally-appropriate collaborations vary greatly and suggest the 
need for professional development in this area. 
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Teachers’ Perceptions of Collaboration and Support (Professional Development) 
 
Denham et al. (2017) discuss how training and time are needed for teachers to promote 
emotional competence and learn collaboration strategies. In their study, teachers completed self-
reports on stress and emotional competence. The researchers recognize parents as primary 
socializers for children along with early childhood educators who have an important role in 
children’s emotional development. Denham et al. (2017) hypothesized how educators’ 
approaches to emotional competence could be influenced by aspects of their professional and 
personal lives and potential stressors. Denham et al. (2017) ask the question, “How do adults 
faced with preschoolers’ emotions foster (or hinder) emotional competencies?”  
The participants in this study included 127 female lead teachers from several early 
childhood settings in suburban and rural areas near a Mid-Atlantic US city. The study was asking 
teachers how they help young children acquire emotional competence. They completed four 
questionnaires. Three of them were related to emotional socialization beliefs and practices, and 
one on job-related stress. Denham et al. (2017) wanted to examine teachers’ perceptions of stress 
and how they cope in their environment along with how they view themselves teaching 
emotional competency to young children. They found that teachers who provide positive, 
deliberate instruction can help children learn to regulate and express their emotions. Family 
positivity is a significant factor in helping children learn to express themselves along with having 
teachers who are good role models. Professional development gives teachers a safe place to work 
out the stressors of the job in order to allow them to help children be successful emotionally and 
socially.  
Atiles et al. (2013) highlight the connection between teachers’ sense of self-efficacy 
teaching science and how professional development plays a role in improving teachers’ 
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knowledge. Teachers who had more science experience and understood a variety of concepts felt 
more comfortable teaching science in their classrooms. Their higher sense of efficacy led to 
more child-centered and developmentally-appropriate lessons. Teachers with lower self-efficacy 
had a more difficult time teaching science due to their limited experiences and lack of confidence 
of knowledge when developing lessons. They would choose paper/pencil tasks instead of 
offering hands-on opportunities for their students. The participants from this study included 28 
teachers, pre-K to 3 from seven school districts in the Midwestern U.S. who were participating in 
a summer institute. The participants were asked to complete a self-efficacy survey that included 
19 items related to science. They were asked to think about their comprehension of science 
concepts, effectiveness as a science teacher, and their feelings related to science. Concept maps 
were also used as a pre- and post-assessment to understand each participant’s thinking regarding 
teaching science (this was the central concept on the map). This study was specifically 
connecting language arts and literature to the STEM curriculum. Explaining and modeling 
strategies were determined to be the best ways to provide support for teachers (Atiles et al., 
2013), and the hands-on training to integrate language arts and science with professional 
development was successful. 
When attempting new learning, teachers need to be supported. They will be more 
invested and open to new approaches when they are in low-stress and highly engaging 
environments during professional development opportunities. Teachers with higher self-efficacy 
believe science is an excellent way for children to develop critical-thinking skills for real-world 
situations (Atiles et al., 2013). Teachers who report low efficacy state that they have a more 
difficult time teaching science in their classrooms. Professional development can provide 
teachers with additional knowledge on facilitating collaboration. The best choice for professional 
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development for early childhood teachers who are establishing their roles and perspectives on 
student collaboration would be including components that give teachers a strong sense of 
efficacy.   
Conflict in Play and Learning 
 In order to understand the conflict that exists in early childhood environments, we need to 
observe students playing and learning in a variety of settings. Vygotsky’s cognitive development 
theory of social interaction is essential to cognitive development (Bodrova & Leong, 2001). 
When students are together in play scenarios, they practice these interactions and become more 
adept at using language to resolve conflict. Mawson’s study (2011) discovered positive 
leadership qualities emerging from students who are given time to work through conflicts. Quinn 
(2012) mentions how collaboration is more common in higher education rather than during the 
elementary years. He refers to “group work” as the way teachers assign questions for groups to 
discuss in class. This often occurs without many directions or guidelines for students to follow. 
The teacher may disengage at this time leaving students to miss out on opportunities to become 
more adept at collaboration. Ghafouri and Wien (2005) introduce the term ‘social literacy’ and 
describe this as the complex patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting as children interpret 
meaning in their play with peers. Hale et al. (1996) used focus groups with children to gather 
their information on conflict. They argued that competition and conflict can play a positive role 
in child development. Teaching children from an early age to manage conflict allows them to 
develop strategies as they learn to communicate their thinking and knowledge. Cowell et al. 
(2019) studied how children develop a preference for fairness as they age. They begin to 
understand the thoughts and intentions of others and become more willing to act on this 
understanding by taking on their point of view or perspective.   
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Conflict in Play 
 
Mawson (2011) describes a study in an all-day childcare setting focused on children’s 
leadership in collaborative play. He reflects on prior studies of children and leadership, directing 
our attention to the powerful research on peer cultures, citing the work of Corsaro (2011). Peer 
culture is defined as the structure in which children gain control of their lives and share control 
with each other outside of adult involvement. Mawson (2011) defines independent collaborative 
play as two or more children in an activity where there is a common understanding of the 
purpose of the play, and a joint interest in maintaining and developing the play. He identifies the 
leadership in these episodes as either individual or shared.  
Mawson’s (2011) research took place in New Zealand at a full-day childcare center 
where he once a week observed 24 children ages 3 and 4, from February through June of 2010. 
He recorded their interactions using field notes and digital photographs. The center’s philosophy 
was strongly influenced by the Reggio Approach.  
The first results from Mawson (2011) identified eight students with strong leadership 
characteristics. These children were then examined closer to review the data and identify their 
leadership styles. The categories used were physical aggression, physical assertiveness, relational 
aggression, and relational assertiveness. He observed 229 episodes of collaborative play during 
the five months he spent there. He found a clear relationship between the size of the group and 
the amount of individual leadership and mixed-gender play. The larger the group, the more likely 
a leader would emerge and mixed-gender play would occur. Once the play involved more than 
three children, a clear leader emerged, and the leader’s directions and control of the play episode 
weren’t challenged. Mawson (2011) suggests that the complexity of maintaining group cohesion 
and focusing on the theme of the play encourages the emergence and acceptance of individual 
 
 38 
leadership. He explains that the challenges of maintaining group cohesion and direction also 
would account for the greater use of physical and relational aggressive strategies in larger group 
situations. 
Mawson’s (2011) findings show that allowing boys and girls equal access to a variety of 
materials, with no gender-specific limitations, and having teachers accept more physical play 
involving both boys and girls, were two important ways in which play was facilitated in this 
setting. He suggests that it would be a beneficial practice for all early childhood educators to 
actively engage in encouraging this type of play in their settings to promote positive leadership.  
Mawson (2011) recognizes that the small size of his study has an effect on the findings 
and states that further research to investigate leadership strategies related to gender, cultural 
differences, and program style would go deeper into understanding his results. This study gives 
insight into what is required socially of students before they can be expected to participate in 
collaborative activities in various academic areas of instruction. Understanding that children 
need time to practice collaborating during play situations makes a lot of sense. When teachers 
allow time for students to play, leadership strategies naturally emerge. When the goal is student-
driven, academic opportunities for students to work together to achieve a more focused goal 
occurs later, and the connection to curriculum and successful collaboration would likely be the 
outcome. 
 Ghafouri and Wien (2005) discuss how play requires “social literacy”, not just social 
skills. They clarify that literacy requires a medium of how to think and act. In their study of 
preschoolers, play is the medium. Children’s play is rule-based, with those rules controlled by 
the children. They use these rules to help structure behavior during the play. Any play with rules 
requires literate behavior and an ability to interpret the meaning of signs. As Ghafouri and Wien 
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(2005) examined data they determined that “social skills” alone aren’t enough. The complex 
patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting that are acquired during play, they term “social literacy”. 
This research took place in a full-day kindergarten classroom in a lab school in Canada. 
There were 12 students (6 boys and 6 girls ages 4.8-5.1) with one teacher who appreciated and 
encouraged play with her students. The classroom setting was arranged into three spaces, and 
data was collected using observational notes, audiotaping, and videotaping. The focus of the 
study was how children sustain their play, and four kinds of social literacies were observed. The 
four kinds include negotiating social relationships, supporting emotional well-being, 
collaboration, and preventing or resolving conflicts (Cicconi, 2013).   
Children are discoverers and interpreters of social meaning and relations (Corsaro, 2000). 
As learners, children collaboratively construct the knowledge and interactive skills of their social 
world (Bodrova & Leong, 2001). Play gives children opportunities to practice socially literate 
behaviors in their own settings (Goodhall & Atkinson, 2017). Children construct “we-ness”, 
being together constructing play scenes together. Ghafouri and Wien (2005) discuss play as a 
children’s primary means of engaging in the world. Play gives children a way to explore the 
world as they imagine it. Social play is reciprocal. It’s how they practice social moves, taking 
initiative, solving problems, negotiating social relationships, taking turns, and collaboration. 
Inspired by the work of Vygotsky, the authors emphasize “social literacies” and explain how 
they lead to children developing strategies that help them succeed in their social interactions, 
effective communication, and interaction in their world. 
Ghafouri and Wien (2005) shared specific recommendations for teachers supporting 
children during play. They emphasize the importance of creating an environment where students 
can negotiate social relationships within their peer culture. The social environment at school 
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needs teachers who listen to students and are open to allowing children to negotiate a place for 
themselves in the world. An ideal environment and relaxed approach where teachers are 
observing children during play provide the most positive results. As children are working on 
entering play and learning which strategies are successful, they are often at the edges of 
including others in their play. The privacy that the others refer to is the act of allowing children 
space to widen their circle to include other children gradually, allowing leadership to naturally 
emerge. Rather than insisting students must play with each other or behave in a certain way, 
teachers should allow space and offer modeling, patience, investigation, and reflection while 
they support children in sustaining and protecting their play.  
Conflict in Learning 
 
The benefits of group work come from learning to deal with all of the challenges posed 
by working with others (Quinn, 2012). Collaborative activities allow students to deal with a little 
adversity when working together as they learn from making mistakes and challenge themselves 
to do things differently. Quinn (2012) talks about the role of teachers and the positive effects of a 
teacher moving around the room, answering and asking questions, giving feedback, and taking 
notes on student progress during work time. Teaching collaborative skills is different than simply 
assigning group work. The focus is on providing students support as they learn to listen to each 
other, establish common goals, and practice the art of compromise. Students are able to use these 
strategies in their collaborative work in the classroom when teachers assign roles, 
responsibilities, and offer encouragement to help students provide constructive feedback to one 
another.  
Students require specific training to be prepared for collaboration. Quinn (2012) explains 
how teachers must set clear expectations for students to provide them with a structure as they 
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adjust to working in a group setting. Teachers may ask students to submit group goals, write 
about successes and failures, listen to feedback from others in the group, and think about what 
adjustments could benefit future work. Quinn (2012) makes a strong argument that students who 
have worked in isolation and not been exposed to collaborative experiences in pre-K to 12 will 
have a harder time adjusting to the challenges in college and the workplace. This type of group 
work prepares students for success in life. 
Conflict and Fairness 
 
When engaged in a collaboration that is supported and appropriate, the children’s 
behavior will be focused and less problematic. Hale et al. (1996) used focus groups with children 
between the ages of second grade and high school within one school system to understand 
children’s perspectives of the peer-based conflict. Children need conflict management skills to 
be constructive members of society and to maintain positive relationships. The absence of the 
child’s voice in research led these authors to give children the opportunity to share their own 
perspectives. Other research on interpersonal relationships often defines conflict as a struggle 
between at least two parties who perceive an interference in achieving a goal (Hale et al., 1996).   
Children’s interpersonal relationships are usually characterized as highly competitive and 
full of conflict, but Hale et al. (1996) share in their research that rather than being negative, both 
competition and conflict are typically viewed as playing a positive role in the development of the 
child. The ability to manage conflict is a learned behavior meant to be taught to young children 
as they begin to develop communication and can understand which strategies to use during 
different circumstances. The issues discussed include how children identify what “conflict” 
means, the ways that children acknowledge and respond to conflict depending on their age and 
gender, and the meaning of being “fair” related to peer conflict.   
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This study took place in one school district on the east coast of the United States. There 
were students from five elementary schools, one middle school, and one high school (Hale., 
1996). After obtaining permission from parents, students were chosen at random while trying to 
keep an even boy/girl distribution. After they were given the procedure, students were also asked 
to sign for consent and offered the right not to respond to any question or withdraw at any time. 
The youngest students who participated were in second grade. The second and third graders were 
shown a clip of the popular Disney movie Beauty and the Beast to focus their attention on 
conflict. This was not needed for the older grades. Hale et al. (1996) explain the themes that 
emerged from the students included name calling, threats, silence, physical intrusion, negative 
facial expressions, and acts of aggression. The participants shared that conflict was an act of 
release and escape from boredom. Their reactions to the conflict were confrontation, avoidance, 
and accommodation. Most of the participants when asked about fairness focused more on the 
outcome rather than the process of a specific incident of conflict.  
The participants stated that the best lesson for teachers would be to focus children on how 
they could solve or manage conflicts for themselves. The student participants stated that teacher 
intervention adds fuel to the conflicts. This study is a great reminder that students of all ages 
need opportunities to comfortably share their thoughts about conflict and fairness in the 
classroom. Teachers can facilitate interpersonal relationships most effectively with this mindset 
so students will be better prepared for collaborative work with classmates. 
 Cowell et al. (2019) researched how developing a preference for fairness in childhood 
depends on perspective-taking abilities: a child’s ability to take another person’s view. They 
define the progressing ability to take the perspective of others as competence to understand 
thoughts and intentions by others and a willingness to act on this understanding (Cowell et al., 
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2019). The study consisted of 86 children between the ages of 4 and 8 who were from a large 
Midwestern city in the United States. The children were divided into two categories: preschool 
(4 and 5), and elementary (6 through 8). This study focuses on a neuroscience method of study 
when most are based on behavioral assessments. Cowell et al. (2019) used three tasks with the 
children. An EEG testing room was used where the children were shown picture sequences of 
sharing. They were asked to press a button if they thought the scene was ‘fair’, ‘somewhat fair’, 
or ‘unfair’. The second task was a child-modified “dictator game” (children will have the power 
to give away stickers), and the children were each given 30 stickers by the researchers. 
Individually, they were told they could choose 10 of their favorite stickers and the researchers 
shared that not all of the children participating would receive stickers. In order to assess their 
generosity, all children were given 2 envelopes (one for themselves and one for the other child) 
so they could decide whether or not they wanted to share some of their stickers with an 
anonymous child. For privacy purposes, the researchers turned away. In the last task, children 
were given 4 candies. There were 2 pictures of stick figure people, and the researchers told 
stories about them. As the stories are told the children can give the candy pieces to the stick 
figures based on their thoughts on equity in the story, wealthy equity, merit equity, and empathic 
compensation. Cowell et al. (2019) discovered that as children age, they will share more of their 
resources. Older children have a more concrete concept of fairness and equality. The results from 
this study highlight the importance of understanding how fairness develops in early childhood. 
Fairness is an experience that might arise among a group of students working together, therefore 




   
Focus groups are used by researchers as a method of qualitative data gathering in 
educational contexts (Gizir, 2007) from multiple individuals at the same time in a non-
threatening way, to gather information from willing participants (Krueger & Casey, 2009; 
Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). It is an important research method for discovering participants’ 
feelings, values, attitudes, reactions, and experiences about a topic. Gizir (2007) explains how 
focus groups can be used to offer high-quality data to educational researchers. It has been pushed 
aside when compared to other types of qualitative data collection methods, like interviews and 
observation, until methods were developed for use of less close-ended questions and the practice 
of the interviewer putting fewer boundaries on individual participation. A qualitative researcher 
is in a field of inquiry that involves the preservation of the content of human behavior in a 
natural setting and its analysis. The goal for using focus groups is to gain a better understanding 
from people. With this goal in mind, the researcher must select a sample that will generate the 
most useful data and respect the purpose of the study (Gizir, 2007; Krueger & Casey, 2009).  
  First, a decision is made about the composition of the group. The idea is to generate a 
discussion of thoughts that flow freely and provide useful data for the study. The interviewer or 
researcher is often described as the moderator, and their role is to guide the discussion and offer 
many opportunities for multiple interactions between all members of the group. A moderator 
possesses important qualities that include: the ability to understand the group process, to be 
curious about the topic, to have communication skills that include a sense of humor, an interest 
in people, being open to new ideas, and having excellent listening skills (Gizir, 2007; Krueger & 
Casey, 2009; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). 
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The moderator must begin by designing an interview guide that will provide direction for 
the group discussion. Gizir (2007) gives specific details about the types of questions to ask and 
the ordering of questions for the discussion. She states the importance of asking general 
questions first before moving into specific ones. Asking questions in a conversational manner 
that is direct and simple is one principle she highlights. Quality focus group questions must be 
brief, and the researcher should allow sufficient time for other quality questions to emerge. It is 
suggested that a topic guide be created with words and phrases to remind the moderator what 
topics and issues they want to discuss. Another option would be the question route, which is a 
sequence of questions that are complete sentences, and the moderator follows them exactly while 
still allowing new questions to emerge from participants or in response to participants. The 
sequence of questions follows this order: opening, introductory, transition, key, and ending 
questions (Gizir, 2007; Krueger & Casey, 2009). 
  The quality of the data gathered from a focus group depends on how well the moderator 
facilitates the interview and creates paths of meaningful discussion between the participants. The 
physical arrangement should be considered, and Gizir (2007) suggests how sitting around a table 
allows opportunities for a relaxed atmosphere and eye contact within the group during the 
discussion.    
 The researcher would be facilitating the discussion and encouraging participation along 
with presenting the questions prepared for the focus group. An assistant moderator would record 
the session, take notes, and support the researcher with creating a welcoming environment, 
verifying data collection, and assisting with the analysis of the collected data (Onwuegbuzie et 




   
 The purpose of the study by Hough et al. (2007) was to explore teachers’ growth in their 
understanding of algebra using concept maps. The use of concept maps was meant to measure 
any changes in teachers’ knowledge as a result of participating in a two-week summer institute. 
The study was part of a larger study encompassing a five-year National Science Foundation 
project. It took place in nine school districts in southern California during summer institutes in 
2001 and 2003. There were 29 teachers (K-12) who engaged in project-based math activities and 
investigations during the two-week institutes with 25 pre-and-post concept map responses 
collected. The teachers were asked to share their understandings of algebra at the beginning of 
the training, their understandings after the training, and to briefly explain how their 
understandings changed (if they did). 
Figure 2 
Concept Map from Hough et al., 2007, p. 32 
 
Hough et al. (2007) define a concept map as a two-dimensional image used to represent 
the relationships among a learner’s concepts related to a topic. On the map, there are circles or 
boxes representing ideas that are connected by lines that link the concepts. Concept maps are 
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often used as an assessment tool with science educators to identify student knowledge before 
beginning new instruction. Maps completed after the instruction are compared to ones completed 
before. They are useful tools used to assess any changes in understanding. This approach was 
chosen for this study because similar information was sought with teachers’ knowledge of 
algebra. 
 Many educators lack confidence in their math understanding. This lack of confidence 
often creates anxiety which hinders them from sharing ideas. Hough (2007) explains in this study 
how concept maps were used to assess the educators’ learning and believed it to be consistent 
with the principles of effective and equitable assessment. The principles of equitable assessment 
identified in this study include:  
• use of assessment in professional development should not interfere with the commitment 
to build a trusting and caring community of educators  
• the assessment process should be a valuable learning experience 
• the assessment process should be respectful of the teacher and not invalidate the 
mathematical knowledge they hold  
• the assessment should ‘measure what counts’ in terms of mathematical content 
knowledge  
• the assessment instrument should serve to contradict the tendency to view mathematics 
learning negatively and the tendency for teachers to use tests as their only means of 
student assessment (Hough, 2007, p. 27). 
Concept maps give researchers a safe way to gather data from participants. These maps allow 
participants to share their thinking and understanding with colleagues and researchers by 
recording their ideas in an organized structure. Participants reflect on their existing knowledge 
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on a certain topic and engage in discussions that challenge their knowledge and discover new 
thinking. This process often gives participants a chance to make connections and decisions about 
how to represent their learning specifically by examining how they created and organized their 
concept maps. Participants are able to evaluate the use of concept maps as a tool for self-
assessment after they complete future maps following practice in the classroom with students 
and a second focus group discussion. They will then be guided/encouraged to compare them to 
the original maps they created. 
Summary 
 This chapter introduces the theoretical framework and ideas for this study which 
investigates how student collaboration is perceived by early childhood educators. The theoretical 
framework is grounded in the theories of Vygotsky, Bronfenbrenner, Dewey, and Corsaro. They 
center on social learning and the ways children learn within the context of the environment. The 
ideas introduced in this chapter through research on collaboration support a study of teacher 
beliefs and ways of thinking about student collaboration.   
The Common Core Standards on collaboration are discussed as they are required to meet 
or exceed the standards written for students pre-K to12 and must be considered in a study of 
teacher beliefs about student collaboration. Research on teacher facilitation of group work and 
collaboration, student collaboration, and teachers’ perceptions about collaboration provide 
insights into previous research and strategies for designing a focus group study among early 
childhood teachers regarding student collaboration. Play is foundational to learning in early 
childhood, therefore play was presented in relation to conflict and fairness as consideration for 
these behaviors within the context of collaborative opportunities children experience during 
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meaningful play. Additionally, professional development focusing on supporting teachers in 
meaningful learning and application was introduced.    
Insight from this research informs the development of focus group discussions with early 
childhood teachers centered on their ideas and strategies regarding student collaboration. 
Providing professional development in the form of a focus group can be meaningful in that it 
enables teachers to observe collaborative activities in action and share ideas with colleagues and 
have their knowledge and competence valued in the study process. A focus of this study is to 
consider the ways teachers allow students to engage in collaborative experiences and support the 
foundational work for student collaboration. Findings will provide information for future 




Chapter 3. Methodology 
 This chapter includes the process for gathering data for this study. The research questions 
and participant demographics are provided first, then instruments for gathering data, an 
explanation of the data collection process, followed by detailed descriptions of the data analysis 
used.  
Research Design 
 This was a qualitative study with focus group interviews which were triangulated with 
two other forms of data, including concept maps and written reflections (Creswell, 2015). In this 
qualitative study, the researcher developed an understanding of student collaboration from the 
perspective of a small sample of six early childhood teachers (pre-K to 2nd grade). The grounded 
theory design was a systematic, qualitative procedure that this researcher used to generate 
explanations about teachers’ perceptions of the concept of student collaboration. This approach 
was grounded in the views of the participants in this study, allowing the researcher to discover 
theories that naturally emerged from the data rather than using specific, previously determined 
categories and discussing relationships among the categories (Gizir, 2007, Krueger & Casey, 
2009, Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009).   
Research Questions 
1. What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of the concept of student collaboration? 
2. Do teachers’ perceptions of their teaching styles influence their concept of student 
collaboration? 
3. What do teachers state as good strategies for student collaboration?  
a. What are teachers’ perceptions of their role in student collaboration? 
b. What are teachers’ perceptions of the student’s role in student collaboration? 
 
 51 
4. What are shifts in teachers’ beliefs about student collaboration after viewing a 
presentation that includes photos and information of first grade students engaged in a 
collaborative learning experience? 
Participants and Setting 
The focus group for this study consisted of six teachers. They were teachers in a grade 
level range of early childhood classrooms from kindergarten through second grade. Each grade 
was represented. All participants taught in the same public school in a rural New Hampshire 
community. There was a variation of types of certification among the group.  
Table 1  
Demographics of Participants 
 
Pseudonyms Number of Years 
Teaching 
Current Grade Certifications 
Allegra 2.5 Second BA Elementary 
Education, M. Ed 
Educational Technology 
Greta 9 First B.S. Elementary 
Education, MA 
Elementary Mathematics 
(K-6) and currently 
enrolled in MS 
Curriculum and 
Instruction 
Harlow 7 Kindergarten Master’s in Elementary 
Education, Reading 
Specialist certification, 
Bachelor’s in Kinesiology 
Sport Studies 
Lorelei 25 First Early Childhood Ed, 
Special Ed, Specific 
Learning Disabilities 
Phoebe 20 First BS 
Writing/Communication 
and MA Elementary 
Education 
Willow 12 Kindergarten BS Early Child 
Development, Master’s in 






 The instruments for this study included a teaching style survey, a teacher’s sense of self 
efficacy survey, focus group interviews, concept maps, and written reflections. These are 
described in the following sections. 
Teaching Style Survey 
 
 The participants were sent the teaching style survey (Atiles et al., in press) as a Microsoft 
form after agreeing to join this research study. Teachers were asked to think about their 
classroom management, relationships with students, and responsiveness to their students. The 
answer choices for this survey were “never”, “rarely”, “sometimes”, “often”, and “most of the 
time”. There were questions the researcher chose to use which are listed below.  
1. I am aware of problems or concerns about my students within the classroom. 
2. I show respect to my students by encouraging them to express their opinions. 
3. I give comfort and understanding to my students when they are upset. 
4. I show patience with my students. 
5. I am responsive to my students' feelings or needs. 
6. I have a close and warm personal relationship with my students. 
7. I help my students to understand the impact of their behavior by encouraging them to 
talk about the consequences of their actions. 
8. I raise my voice when my students misbehave to get their attention. 
9. I have had emotional outbursts towards my students. 
10. I argue with my students. 
11. I find it difficult to discipline my students. 
12. I feel confident about my teaching abilities. 
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13. I am afraid that disciplining my students for misbehavior will make them not like me as 
a teacher. 
14. I am unsure how to solve my students' misbehaviors. 
15. I give in to my students when they cause a commotion about something. 
Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Survey 
 
 The participants were sent the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Survey (TSES) (Tschannen-
Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) as a Microsoft form after agreeing to join this research study. 
The answer choices were “nothing”, “very little”, “some influence”, “quite a bit”, and “a great 
deal”. There were 12 questions from the short form of the TSES (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk 
Hoy, 2001) for the participants to consider how they felt about their teaching practices and 
abilities to motivate their students, engage them in learning, encourage cooperation, and how 
confident they feel providing strategies for different classroom situations. The questions are 
listed below: 
1. How much can you do to control disruptive behavior in the classroom? 
2. How much can you do to motivate students who show low interest in schoolwork? 
3. How much can you do to get students to believe they can do well in schoolwork? 
4. How much can you do to help your students value learning? 
5. To what extent can you craft good questions for your students? 
6. How much can you do to get children to follow classroom rules? 
7. How much can you do to calm a student who is disruptive or noisy? 
8. How well can you establish a classroom management system with each group of 
students? 
9. How much can you use a variety of assessment strategies? 
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10. To what extent can you provide an alternative explanation/example when students are 
confused? 
11. How much can you assist families in helping their children do well in school? 
12. How well can you implement alternative strategies in your classroom?  
Focus Group Interviews 
 
The focus group interviews were designed and based on best practices (Gizir, 2007; 
Krueger & Casey, 2015; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). There were two focus group interviews as a 
part of this study. The questions and procedure for the first are outlined below, followed by an 
explanation of the development of the second, which was based on thinking that emerged from 
the first focus group. 
First Focus Group. The focus group questions are displayed below (Table 2) in the 
procedural structure that was used by the researcher. The researcher emphasized that the goal of 
the focus groups was to explore the views of the participants and their understandings and 
approaches to the concept of student collaboration. The first meeting included an introduction by 
the researcher and a conversation to welcome the participants, an explanation of the process of 
the focus group, the purpose of the study, and a request for participants to complete a concept 
map of their perceptions of student collaboration in the classroom before continuing into a 
discussion about student collaboration. This assures that all participants complete their concept 
map in a timely fashion and that they don’t think about the topic prior to the focus group 
meeting. Following their process of completing the concept map, the researcher facilitated 
discussion around the first 11 interview questions at which time she shared a researcher-designed 
presentation on student collaboration. This presentation included information from the literature 
review on student collaboration and examples of strategies from the literature that were 
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illustrated by examples from the researcher’s first grade classroom (photos and dialogue of 
students collaborating). These examples provided a concrete context for discussing the remaining 
questions six questions in the interview. These questions were designed to learn whether 
participants’ thinking was influenced by the presentation. 
Table 2 
First Focus Group Interview Questions Format 
Opening  
1. Facilitator introduces herself and the process for this gathering 
2. Complete concept map 1 
3. Share a bit about yourself as a teacher and your teaching style. 
Introductory 
4. What is your understanding of student collaboration? 
5. What role does play have for your students? 
Transition 
6. Which of your teaching/planning practices do you most value? 
7. Describe different opportunities for group work in your classroom. 
Key 
8. How is student collaboration represented in your classroom? 
9. What is your role during group work?  
10. What is your role during student collaboration? 
11. What is the student’s role in collaborative work in the classroom?  
Present the PowerPoint (this will have a definition, components, & examples) 
12. How does the representation of student collaboration in the presentation align with your classroom? 
13. What components of collaboration shared in the presentation are you most confident to include/not 
include in your practice?  
Ending questions  
14. What would you change in your teaching environment in relation to student collaboration? 
Explain/elaborate. 
Moderator summarizes the discussion points  
15. Is there anything of significance that you did not get a chance to say? 
Complete second concept maps 
16. Moderator provides instructions for completion of the second concept map & participants complete 
these. 
17. The participants will text or email the researcher photos of the concept maps. 
Instructions for teachers for month prior to second focus group interview 
18. Discuss recommendations for trying collaboration in their classrooms based on inspirations from 
this gathering. Inform participants that they will be asked to share their experiences in the next focus 
group. 
 
Second Focus Group. The main discussion revolved around information shared by the 
participants; specifically, their thoughts about collaborative experiences in their classrooms after 
participating in the first focus group. The researcher also prepared a second series of focus group 
questions that were determined by the responses to the first focus group questions. This allowed 
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the researcher to review the responses and consider what participants wanted to focus on or 
where they might have had gaps in understanding concepts about student collaboration. There 
was a similar format with the use of a concept map prior to and following the second interview. 
There was not a presentation by the researcher in the second interview.  
Table 3 
Second Focus Group Interview Questions Format 
Opening  
1. Please complete concept map 3 
2. Since the last focus group meeting, did you get a chance to try any student collaboration or notice 
students collaborating? If yes, we’ll elaborate later. 
Introductory 
3. Define student collaboration. 
a. Write on the back of the concept map and read to the group. 
Transition 
4. Let’s work together to list specific (observable) elements of play. 
5. What is happening for children socially, emotionally, and intellectually during play? 
6. What is happening for children socially, emotionally, and intellectually during student collaboration? 
Key 
7. You mentioned that you need time to be able to organize and facilitate student collaboration experiences. 
What other support do you need for this purpose? 
8. Given constraints from administration regarding curricular expectations, in what areas of your daily 
schedule do you see opportunities for student collaboration?  
9. Share 1-2 examples of current or past student collaboration (10 minutes per individual). 
10. Since our last focus group conversation, what strategies have you used or considered using for student 
collaboration? 
a. Share where any new strategies emerged from.  
11. Has your language with students been impacted by our first focus group conversation? Please elaborate.  
12. Since our previous conversation have you considered strategies for supporting different 
personalities/student needs in student collaboration? 
13. Going forward how can you support one another in planning for and reflecting on your facilitation of 
student collaboration experiences?  
Ending questions  
14. Is there anything to add to your definition of student collaboration? 
15. How would you define group work? 
Moderator summarizes the discussion points  
16. Is there anything of significance that you did not get a chance to say? 
Complete fourth concept maps 
17. Moderator provides instructions for completion of the fourth concept map. 




 A concept map (Hough et al., 2007) was used as a tool to collect teachers’ ideas about 
student collaboration before and after each focus group discussion. Concept maps allow 
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participants to record their knowledge in a way that allows for individuality. Participants are then 
able to make decisions about how to organize the data they feel is important to include (Hough et 
al., 2007). The format for the concept maps used for this study is illustrated below in Figure 3.  
Figure 3 




In their written reflections, participants answered questions related to their perspectives of 
student collaboration in the elementary classroom and how they facilitated that work with 
students. These questions were adapted from Hough et al.’s (2007) study using concept maps as 
teachers’ pre and post-test assessments of a professional development experience. 
Concept Map 1 – Name: 
















1. Compare the map you have just finished to your pre-focus group concept map. What do 
they show about your growth in learning? What do they not show? 
2. Choose a concept that appears on both maps. Write a paragraph or two explaining what 
more you understand about the concept than before you began the focus group interview. 
3. If possible, choose a concept that is on your second map but not on your first. Write a 
paragraph or two explaining what you now understand about that concept. 
4. Write a paragraph about how you will apply what you have learned in your classroom.  
Data Collection 
 Data was collected in the form of two video-recorded focus group interviews, four 
concept maps completed by participants, and one set of written reflections from participants. 
These data were collected at different times and by different methods as described in the 
following sections. 
Focus Group Interviews and Surveys 
 
This study was organized around two focus group interviews that were facilitated by the 
researcher in a manner that encouraged participants to feel comfortable and receptive to 
discussing their perspectives about the concept of student collaboration. Each focus group 
interview session was video recorded. At the start of the gathering, each participant was asked to 
complete a concept map and answer survey questions about their teaching styles, self-efficacy, 
knowledge, and opinions about student collaboration. Participants completed another concept 
map at the conclusion of each focus group.  
The video from both focus group discussions was transcribed. The first focus group had 
some discussion related to questions prior to teachers viewing a presentation on collaborative 
learning experiences with children in a first-grade classroom that was created by the researcher, 
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using information from the literature review and examples from her classroom. This presentation 
led to the remainder of the discussion. The second focus group was scheduled a month after the 
first focus group to allow participants time to reflect on the information and observe interactions 
between students in their classrooms.   
Concept Maps and Written Reflections 
 
Participants created concept maps focused on the concept of student collaboration. Each 
created one concept map before and one after each focus group discussion for a total of four 
concept maps. The first and third concept maps were completed at the beginning of the first and 
second focus group sessions where time was provided for this purpose. The second concept map 
was completed by participants after finishing the first session. Participants kept their original 
maps for the benefit of their individual reflections and sent the researcher photos of the 
completed concept maps from the interview. These maps were used as data for analysis 
purposes. 
The fourth concept map was completed at home by the participants. These maps were 
used as a reference by participants for the process of completing written reflections to compare 
the changes in participants’ perceptions from the start to the conclusion of this process. The 
researcher provided instructions for completing these written reflections prior to closing the 
second focus group interview session. Participants were given the writing prompts in a google 
form link. Participants were asked to complete their written responses within two weeks 
following the second focus group interview. These reflections helped participants elaborate on 





 This section introduces the forms of data analysis that were used in this study for focus 
group interviews, concept maps, and written reflections. 
Focus Group Interview Analysis 
 
Onwuegbuzie et al. (2009) provide a framework for collecting and analyzing data. The 
authors share that there is more material on conducting focus groups and less information on 
how to analyze focus group data in social science research. The interview transcripts were 
examined to find which participants responded to each question and the order each participant 
responded (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). The data was then interpreted using an open coding 
process by reviewing the transcripts line by line to code for words, then chunked into categories 
and then organizing categories into themes related to the focus of this study, which is student 
collaboration (Creswell, 2015; Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009).  
There were two research assistants available for this study. The first research assistant sat 
in on the Zoom focus group discussions to assure fidelity, adding additional comments when 
appropriate, and both participated in the coding process to assure interrater agreement. The 
researcher coded the interview transcripts following the methods described in this chapter. The 
second research assistant analyzed the transcripts using the codes provided by the researcher. 
The researcher and second research assistant compared their coding and came to an agreement 
regarding any discrepancies. When agreement could not be reached the theme or category was 
not used in the study.  
An email of each transcript from the focus groups was sent to participants with their 
comments highlighted. This member checking procedure gave participants a chance to make 





There were many terms used in this study for organizing the measurement of the concept 
maps (Table 4). ‘Root’ is the term used to describe the main concept on the map. In this study, 
student collaboration is the ‘root’. A ‘concept’ is each idea a participant adds and encloses in a 
box or circle on the map related to the root. A ‘link’ is the line connecting concepts. A ‘successor 
of a concept’ is a concept joined to a previous concept by a link. The length of the longest chain 
(several linked concepts) on the map is called the ‘depth’ of the concept map. The ‘level’ is the 
number of concepts away from the root within the map structure. The ‘width’ is the number of 
concepts on the largest level describing the perceptions of student collaboration in the classroom. 
The depth and width are used to show the complexity. The width and depth of a concept 
map are often added to give a hierarchical structure score (HSS). The higher the HSS score, the 
greater complexity of understanding. The way a participant connects the concepts to show 
understanding is represented by the number of chunks and the number of crosslinks on their map. 
A ‘chunk’ is a group of linked concepts. A ‘crosslink’ is a link that connects two separate chunks 
together. A crosslink between two of these chunks is interpreted as showing a subject’s ability to 
connect thoughts. The researcher can then define a number of variables that are created by 
assigning numeric values to the components of each concept map using these measurement 




Guidelines for Measurement of Concept Maps, adapted from Hough et al., 2007 (p. 31) 
Concept number Total number of concepts on each 
map 
The number of concepts a teacher 
identifies related to the topic. 
Width Greatest number of concepts at 
one particular level on the map; 
the widest point on the map 
The width captures the breadth of 
the teacher’s perceptions based on 
experience. 
Depth Length of the longest chain on the 
map 
The depth of a teacher’s 
perceptions based on experience. 
Hierarchical Structure Scores 
(HSS) 
Width and Depth HSS assesses the complexity of 
the map structure. 
Chunk number Total number of chunks on each 
map, where a chunk is defined by 
any node that is linked by two or 
more concepts 
Assesses the extent to which 
concepts and thoughts are 
interconnected, demonstrating 
connectivity of the structure of 
teacher’s perceptions. 
Crosslink number The total number of crosslinks on 
each map, where a crosslink is 
defined as a link between two 
chunks. 
Assesses the extent to which 
concepts and thoughts are 
interconnected, demonstrating 





These reflections contained text verbalizing teachers’ thinking in a representation similar 
to, but different from, talking. The text focus of this data made it able to be coded with categories 
and themes identified within the interview data as a way to cross-reference the ideas of 
participants and to obtain a more detailed elaboration of thinking. Collecting data on the same 
focus from participants provides a form of triangulation that substantiates the thinking across the 
different forms of data. The written reflection questions are listed below: 
1. Compare the concept map you have just finished to your pre-focus group concept map. 
What do they show about your growth in learning? What do they not show? 
2. Choose a concept that appears in both maps. Write a paragraph or two explaining what 




3. If possible, choose a concept that is on your second map but not on your first. Write a 
paragraph or two explaining what you now understand about that concept. 
4. Write a paragraph about how you will apply what you have learned in your classroom. 
Summary 
This chapter provides an overview of the research. The research design includes 
questions, participants, setting, instruments used, and focus group details. Specific information 
regarding each of the two focus groups is explained in depth. Concept maps and written 
reflections are presented with forms provided to show the format in which they were used in the 





Chapter 4. Findings 
Both focus group discussions uncovered several important categories related to teacher 
perspectives and student collaboration. The list was extensive, and after examining it 
thoughtfully, a more concise list was developed. After spending time listening to the focus group 
recordings and completing both transcripts, the process of coding data began. The first line-by-
line coding process revealed categories with an emphasis on play. Through the overarching idea 
of play, participants discussed listening, communication, developing roles, and compromise. 
Another category emerged that led the discussion to the importance of students working together 
in large groups, small groups, and with a partner. Facilitation, classroom management, play, and 
classroom culture were all listed. The participants shared ideas related to the role of the teacher 
which included procedures, routines, helping, modeling, demonstration, flexibility, rigidity, and 
stepping back. Some of these codes were linked more closely to constructivism (modeling and 
flexibility), while others were more behaviorist (procedures and rigidity).  
The initial categories of play/collaboration, facilitation/classroom management, students 
working together/collaboration, classroom culture, teamwork, and group work needed to be 
reviewed and simplified. The three categories that emerged from the coding process are 
classroom facilitation/teacher, students working together/collaboration, and teachers working 
together/collaboration, each with several themes.  
Categories and Themes from Interview Transcripts 
Three overarching categories and their related themes will be discussed. Each theme will 






Classroom facilitation/teacher is the area of discussion that focuses on how the teacher 
creates a classroom culture supporting and encouraging student collaboration. These themes 
explain the actions of the teachers who value student collaboration and consider how the teacher 
views his/her role during the process. The themes under this category are group work, 
choice/opportunity, conflict resolution, different perspectives, flexibility, modeling, stepping 
back, relationships, reflection/observation, time, and trust.  
Group Work. Students work in small groups or with partners and benefit from practicing 
collaboration skills with fewer classmates. 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “I feel like maybe group work might have more 
structure to it because there are more roles, or because maybe there's more of a concrete common 
goal or common tasks that we're trying to work together to solve, whereas student collaboration 
can be unstructured and can be extremely flexible…” 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “… math, I was thinking of math, with the exemplars 
and putting students in small groups and modeling. Then they could go and work together to 
solve the exemplars together and present to the class, which they really enjoy.” 
Harlow’s behaviorist statement: “I feel like group work looks like… opportunity for 
students to work together to complete a common task. I guess in my brain I feel like there's a 
common task applied to group work, it's less defined in terms of what that looks like it's more 
defined by, did you complete the task…?” 
Greta’s behaviorist statement: “I do find myself thinking about my classroom 
management because I feel like that is the basis of the environment that you want to cultivate. 
 
 66 
Sometimes that does feel like it's a little bit teacher-driven. Organizing the kids in certain ways, 
or aspects of the classroom in certain ways.” 
Choice/Opportunities. Creating choice and opportunities for students to work creatively 
together demonstrates the confidence a teacher has in the students’ abilities to work through 
conflict and find success together.  
Phoebe’s constructivist statement: “I think giving students choice, when I'm planning, I 
say, well, that might not work for that group, but I'm just going to give them an opportunity. I 
guess choice and flexibility because everybody doesn't fit into one mold.” 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think choice too, like when we watch them play…  
what are they going to play, where they going to play, or who are they going to play with… I see 
them at the beginning of the year, and they're so overwhelmed by the choices that they have… I 
want to play this, but I want to play with someone else, and then they choose to play with 
something else.” 
Harlow’s behaviorist statement: “I think as educators in control of the management of 
your classroom it makes sense that you are the key holder of opportunity and what you put out or 
what you foster or what you create in terms of not controlling, right? But instead of just throwing 
it out there, you're the one that's going to foster the opportunity for growth in those areas.” 
Conflict Resolution. This is a learned skill that begins with spending time engaged in 
free play with classmates. Students can become more adept at conflict resolution with the 
facilitation of a skilled teacher.  
Willow’s constructivist statement: “It's kind of establishing the norms, the rules, and the 
routines of what group work looks like. Your role is more taking a step back, always being 
available to facilitate and making sure if there's a conflict that they can either resolve it or 
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helping them resolve it. I think it changes during the year and projects depending on what they're 
doing.” 
Willow’s constructivist statement: “Some children aren't comfortable with conflict. It's 
not just about teaching conflict resolution. It's about letting them discover that conflict’s okay. 
There has to be a peaceful way of working out conflict and it's okay to have conflicts with people 
around you. I think that more naturally happens during playtime than anything we can set up 
artificially.” 
Greta’s constructivist statement: “They really rely on each other to figure it out and that 
uncomfortable feeling of, we don't know exactly what we have to do and how are we going to 
power through it. I kind of noted that as well. Then you can step back and allow them to work 
through that before it's a point of frustration.” 
Different Perspectives. The teacher creates an environment where different opinions are 
welcomed and celebrated. Students are encouraged to think about the statements and ideas 
shared by their classmates. The teacher is a facilitator in the classroom environment. 
Willow’s constructivist statement: “I wanted to say the same thing, listening to each 
other's ideas, and sharing their time. Everybody should be active and give other people time to 
share their ideas or thoughts.” 
Phoebe’s constructivist statement: “I think that's really important nowadays to accept and 
acknowledge everyone's opinions and jobs that they have when they are collaborating.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “Letting them play through, work together, and show 
their different perspectives. Within that, they're collaborating and working out compromises…” 
Greta’s behaviorist statement: “I think that it's not me just wanting that, I think kids want 
to know what an expectation is and what they can do…” 
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Flexibility. The classroom culture created by the teacher offers a sense of free movement 
during learning and collaborating. This open and accepting attitude allows for new ideas to be 
introduced and expanded on through group discussion and collaborative activities. 
Willow’s constructivist statement: “I value that I can be really flexible on the fly, read my 
students and see what I think the near future might hold…” 
Phoebe’s constructivist statement: “What happens a lot of times is I’m led by the 
students. I'm like, oh, okay, he really, truly does love this. Let's go for it. I think the kids help 
with guiding our opportunities just as much as my thoughts and planning. Where we say he is so 
excited about this, let's go for it, and it brings us out of our comfort zone.” 
Greta’s behaviorist statement: “…the word flexibility. It always worries me when I say 
classroom management, that it seems like my structure might be rigid and doesn't allow for 
flexibility. I feel like the structures that I have, particularly with literacy block daily five, I feel 
like kids just need consistency and structure. Especially where I’ve had a population of social- 
emotional children who really struggle with inconsistency in their lives.” 
Modeling. The teacher’s actions and language provide students with positive examples 
that support collaboration between classmates.  
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think that the huge part of that is starting the year 
with modeling. This is how we work together as a group, making sure everybody's voices are 
heard, actually listening when others are speaking, and being engaged.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “The word that came to mind for me is kind of 
facilitator, I'm not leading it. I'm not jumping in and trying to take control of what they're doing. 
I'm just facilitating, and that ties in with what Lorelei was saying. If they invite me in and they're 
asking me, then I will come, but I'm making sure it's going smoothly. That's my main role.” 
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Greta’s behaviorist statement: “I feel like it's my job to establish consistent routines and 
expectations so when they're in their groups, they're able to foster a little bit more independence 
or take on different roles within that group.” 
Teacher Stepping Back. Taking a step back allows students to figure out how to 
communicate with each other and work through the conflict that happens when students work 
closely together. The teacher who pauses and observes before offering suggestions is showing 
the trust they have for their students. Even when some students have questions and concerns 
about their work with classmates, it benefits them to be allowed and encouraged to think through 
the interaction and listen to others in the group. 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think, as I said earlier, to kind of step back and wait 
to see if I'm invited in. But also, to make sure as I'm walking around during group work that 
everybody's voice is being heard.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “One thing that changed for me is that I have two 
kiddos who are working very below grade level and when we were doing collaboration 
sometimes, they come straight towards me and often I was feeling very suckered to how can I 
help. The last couple of weeks I've tried to really take a step back with them and force them to 
collaborate, whether it's with each other or with another student…right now I want you to go and 
try to figure it out. It was really interesting to kind of be able to gauge…are they truly able to do 
that… and do I need to still provide those prompts? It's telling to see if it was becoming a 
habit…” 
Harlow’s behaviorist statement: “I think it's a balance of what the task is and what the 
expectations are in terms of what I want them to get out of it. I would consider myself hyper 
vigilant. I always feel like I know what's going on everywhere, and hearing and seeing the 
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opportunity to encourage what's right, not necessarily point out what's negative or shouldn't be 
happening within a group but pulling out what should be happening and getting excited and 
enthusiastic. That is my way of making it known that… this is good.” 
Phoebe’s behaviorist statement: “I think we all have that piece of us that we want to just 
be a peacemaker. We want to make sure that it's resolved, and it's resolved so they can move on. 
We have to take a step back. I know I can do it more too. Not just solve the problem right away 
and let them solve their problems. Be more of the coach because we want everything to go 
smoothly and we want it to go right and we want them to learn. We want to make sure that we 
keep the peace. Factored in that, it's not always going to be resolved that day or someone else 
might have to step in.” 
Relationships with Students. Relationships between a teacher and students must be 
considered essential to the success of classroom collaboration. As the teacher facilitates new 
learning it can be uncomfortable for students to hear or accept. The foundation of respectful 
relationships allows everyone to feel ready to try using new language and strategies during their 
interactions. It’s about teachers trusting their students, the students trusting their teachers, as well 
as students trusting each other.  
Willow’s constructivist statement: “I also think that the culture you establish in your 
classroom can be helpful with that. Clearly the quiet, shy child may not share in the beginning, 
but hopefully as the year progresses, he/she becomes more and more comfortable.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “I also had a different thought of one thing that I value 
most which is just the relationships that I create with my students. I hold that near and dear to my 
heart and I work really hard to create those relationships so that's probably the biggest number 
one value for me.” 
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Reflection/Observation. The teacher establishes a classroom environment that 
encourages reflecting on activities before, during, and after the process.  
Willow’s constructivist statement: “…the reflection piece with the group after an activity. 
Even if it's not necessarily collaboration… it's really when we come back to the rug asking 
them… how they felt about it… what did you like about it; was it hard for you… I want to do 
that a little bit more.” 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think of how important it is to check in and ask what 
went well, but also what didn't go well and okay, let's remember that for tomorrow or the next 
time we collaborate and try to keep that in mind. Even when you're planning to adjust, well that 
didn't go so well… how could that go better?” 
Phoebe’s constructivist statement: “…you're looking at the time and then you say it for 
them. But it's important for me to be comfortable with quiet, just having them be able to have 
time to think.” 
Greta’s constructivist statement: “I feel like I do a lot of whole group reflection… I feel 
like there are the same kids who always ask to pass and so I've made a greater effort to really 
connect with them shortly after that activity when they choose to pass to just be one-on-one with 
reflection.” 
Greta’s behaviorist statement: “The teacher influence… the teacher role when it's more 
academic versus play is important, I think… sometimes those pick me sticks do that all on their 
own…I had one group of total buddies…highest and lowest and just seeing how it works out, but 




Time. Time spent together begins with play opportunities and continues into group work, 
building the foundation for future experiences in work and life. 
Allegra’s constructivist statement about time for collaboration: “My mind kind of went to 
all the time. In morning meetings when they are collaborating on their share or their activity, and 
then during reading it might look different… I feel like there's definitely still opportunities for 
student collaboration. And then like Greta was saying STEM really does offer that natural 
collaboration time…, math does have that as well, and then like Harlow said, recess. Even lunch 
when they're just talking and building things with their carrots. We see the craziest things…they 
are always collaborating. I think the biggest time for collaboration is dismissal because right now 
they're all in our classrooms and it is free time working and doing their Legos, doing all these 
crazy things, they're collaborating together, and they don't even know it. I feel like it's like 
exactly how someone said it in their definition earlier of unstructured and structured I feel like 
there's always that opportunity.” 
Willow’s behaviorist statement: “I think that gets lost for me sometimes to really give 
that (collaboration) enough time.” This implies that the scheduled curriculum is more significant 
than collaborative learning opportunities, which may or may not be strictly behaviorist but for 
this researcher’s ideas as gleaned from the literature on constructivism (Kutnick, 2008) it is more 
about figuring out ways to satisfy the curriculum requirements by planning appropriate 
collaborative activities for students. 
Trust. Trust develops between students through the process of learning and collaborating 
together and spreads into other relationships. 
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Phoebe’s constructivist statement: “They're learning how to trust the teacher, how to trust 
themselves, and how to trust one another while playing, working, and collaborating. If something 
doesn't go their way, they have to trust their instincts and their skills that they can work it out.”  
Greta’s behaviorist statement: “It is building those relationships and knowing who your 
shy friends are and those who don't jump right into group activities. Offering some opportunities 
for collaboration and student director when they get to pick who they're working with and form 
their own groups. I think that we masterfully place kids together, whether it be for academic 
purposes or for personality purposes. I think that blends with what our role is.” This statement 
leans towards behaviorism in that Greta places children rather than encouraging children to make 
choices for group processes (Spodek & Sordano, 1999). 
Students Working Together/Collaboration 
  
The second main category is students working together/collaboration. This takes into 
account what students need during the process of working together. The themes under this 
category are communication/conversation, conflict resolution/compromise, engagement, 
listening and sharing, play, setting goals, and taking turns.  
Communication/Conversation. Students learn how to speak to each other respectfully 
and communicate their ideas through meaningful conversation during collaborative 
opportunities. 
Allegra constructivist statement: “… I put them in their groups, and I let them go through 
which job they want, and then I do my best to give them jobs that they want to start with. And 
then when they're in their group I just walk around to each one just to hear their ideas and see 
what’s happening. It's mostly just student-led, I want them to work it out…” 
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Phoebe’s constructivist statement: “One of the things that I have been really trying to be 
good about is asking questions to get them to share their ideas and not just saying, oh yeah, that’s 
it and then telling them. Asking them questions and… I guess getting them talking to collaborate 
more.” 
Conflict Resolution/Compromise. When students have a chance to listen and 
compromise, they have a new sense of accomplishment and begin to feel more comfortable 
engaging in this type of learning. 
Willow’s constructivist statement: “It's kind of establishing the norms, the rules, and the 
routines of what group work looks like. Your role is more taking a step back, always being 
available to facilitate and making sure if there's a conflict that they can either resolve it or help 
them resolve it. I think it changes during the year and projects depending on what they're doing.” 
Harlow’s behaviorist statement: “It depends on what I want to get out of whatever the 
task is. Am I looking to see where they're at in their abilities to work within a group or am I 
looking to see if by modeling or offering suggestions I can alter or get them to get somewhere 
different in their group?” 
Engagement. Students who are introduced to topics of high interest that create feelings 
of motivation become engaged and involved in student collaboration. 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think that the student’s role is to be an active 
participant sharing their ideas. Yeah, definitely active participant and engaged.” 
Willow’s constructivist statement: “…the task is an academic task… it can't develop 
organically like their play does. It can't change because this is the assignment, and you know this 
is what you need to do, how you do it might be flexible. If you’re giving them a task and it has to 
get done, I think there's probably a little less willingness to work together and just that desire 
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because it's not something they've chosen…some students want to do the academic task, but 
some don’t.” 
Listening and Sharing. Learning to work with classmates requires patience and 
dedication to the essential skills of listening carefully and feeling comfortable sharing their 
thoughts.  
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “Definitely … taking a step back, but also going 
around and just monitoring. I think my biggest thing is that everybody's voice is being heard.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “I agree, active participant, and sharing their ideas, but 
also being receptive to others’ ideas. Kind of working on those skills of compromising and 
understanding that I guess might differ, but we're all working towards the same goal to be 
collaborative.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “I guess I am thinking of the same example I said 
earlier of the student who gets it like this and is collaborating with the student who is having a 
really hard time and then watching them work it out, but the student that’s struggling getting 
frustrated like I just don't get it and having to go back and forth. I mean it's amazing that they 
finally get to that end result, but the frustration levels are a little higher…” 
Play. In early childhood environments, students require plenty of opportunities to find 
joy in choosing activities and games that provide a sense of intrinsic happiness. This free and 
open-ended play allows the students to create a secure foundation of how positive social 




Observable Elements of Play that Participants Articulated in their Discussion 
Observable Elements of Play 
Conversation 
Compromise 
Helping each other 








Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think play is so huge for conflict resolution, 
creativity, and listening to one another.” 
Willow’s constructivist statement: “I also noticed during play throughout the year that 
kids develop certain roles…” 
Harlow’s constructivist statement: “I think observing during play-based learning and as 
an educator creating a mindset of who collaborates well and who doesn't. One of the things I 
wrote on my concept map was having balanced groups to collaborate…” 
Greta behaviorist statement: “…As I spoke to balancing the management piece of it with 
allowing them to have a lot of freedom and choice in the collaboration we're talking about and 
the play, I still think that having classroom management is essential to making that whole 
environment meaningful.” 
Setting Goals. Deciding what the desired outcome will be when embarking on group 
work with others is an important part of student collaboration. What are the goals that all 
participants hope to achieve? 
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Willow’s constructivist statement: “I don't even know if we said it enough, but just 
explaining what collaboration is and what the purposes are and letting them practice and then do 
it again.” 
Greta’s constructivist statement: “Students are able to work towards a common goal 
bringing their knowledge and gaining information from the experience, while experiencing trial 
and error, and compromise.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “I feel like it’s a roller coaster, the word compromise 
comes to mind with what Greta had mentioned earlier of that initial it's not going my way, I don't 
agree with you, and that frustration, but then being able to work it out amongst each other and 
going through that cycle of frustration to compromise to okay how can we plan…” 
Taking Turns. As students begin to demonstrate patience with each other during 
collaborative experiences they come to appreciate the fairness of taking turns.  
Allegra constructivist statement: “I like to use a lot of non-verbal cues in my classroom. I 
mean, Phoebe just said brain match and my kids go like this. I bet some other classes do that as 
well. I just like incorporating those types of cues; I agree/I disagree brain match, when they’re 
thinking the same thing, just so those kids that maybe don't want to say what they're thinking. 
We all have those kids. It really makes my heart happy when they look up and they're, really 
quick and then they put their hand down because they agree with someone's idea. So, just giving 
them those nonverbal ways of communicating.” 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I feel like if you say go find a secret spot around the 
room with these people so nobody else can hear them collaborate and split up tasks. I didn't find 




Teachers Working Together/Collaboration 
 
The third main category that emerged is teachers working together/collaboration. The 
themes that support this category are connections, relationships, and time. Opportunities to work 
with colleagues who value this learning was highlighted during the focus group discussions.   
Connections. Teachers need to spend time planning and organizing for collaborative 
opportunities. Making connections with colleagues can provide teachers with additional ideas 
and fresh perspectives on their approaches to this type of group work. 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I had written in big letters across my paper - 
connections. I think just starting with forming a connection with all of the students and also 
being able to have connections with colleagues to check in with them.” 
Greta behaviorist statement: “…being newer to the grade level I’ve gone to my pod-
mates a lot to say how are you going to do this? How are you going to pull this off with all of the 
limitations?  I thought this was a limitation and a pod-mate would be like “no, I think they can do 
x, y, or z.”   
Relationships. Teachers who work closely together often form a bond through their 
conversations and team-teaching experiences. These professional relationships can enhance the 
student collaboration frequency and provide further insightful reflections. 
Allegra constructivist statement: “What came to my mind is we all are so different and 
how we approach this, and I think directly of like my pod-mates. I feel like with myself I'm 
more, here’s the stuff, here you go. I feel like some of my pod-mates are more, here are the 
directions, and here's where you can get this. Both ways work really well, so I love collaborating 
with them because it helps me bring a little more structure, and it helps when I say to them it's 
okay to have a mess on the floor. We're able to meet in the middle. If I wasn't asking them how 
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to do something, I wouldn't even think to add a little bit more of a direction or something, 
because I like having that open environment. I've noticed a lot between just the two of us and 
how we've both really altered our teaching because we've been supporting each other.” 
Allegra’s constructivist statement: “I wanted to add too, I think supporting each other is 
huge. My pod-mate was a literacy specialist/reading specialist for years and can teach a reading 
lesson and reading groups and everything with her eyes closed, where I was a STEM teacher last 
year. This year working together she's like Allegra how do I run the science lesson and I'm like 
hey how do I run this reading group… it's working really well, not only for the collaboration 
within the classroom environment, but working together to support the kids in that actual 
subject…” 
Time. Teachers are constantly searching for more time to work together for planning or 
discussion. This time is necessary for teachers to find out how their colleagues are exposing 
students to collaborative activities and share their own experiences. Supportive conversations 
allow teachers to learn from each other and feel confident preparing for student collaboration.  
Harlow’s constructivist statement: “The other thing is just the flexibility and availability 
to have more time. Because one of the biggest pieces is that in the back of your head you think 
this is healthy, this feels right, this is what we should be doing.” 
Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “I think what Allegra said too is the balance, the 
balance of your pod-mates and you’re all so different and bring different things to the table. You 




Lorelei’s constructivist statement: “And I just wish the ‘higher ups’ could see the 
importance of collaborative work and take a step back and stop trying to micro-manage us so that 
we would have the freedom to do more collaborative work.” 
Greta's behaviorist statement leaning towards constructivist thinking: “I don't know who 
spoke about time, but we are masters of time in our classrooms. Sometimes kids still want to 
keep going with it and then you look up and it is lunchtime. So, then maybe it speaks more to 
something from the previous slide of what I wish I could be doing better, making sure that I’m 
building in that reflection time and the time for feedback. That comes at the tail end of the lesson 
and if the timing goes a little bit over it's because you've given them the gift of more time to be 
collaborative and be excited about what they're doing.” 
Concept Maps 
 In the concept maps, many participants demonstrated changed thinking regarding student 
collaboration and teachers’ roles and perspectives. The depth (measure of depth of a person’s 
knowledge) and width (measure of the breadth of a person’s knowledge) scores are added 
together to create a hierarchic structure score (HSS). According to researchers who have used 
concept maps (Hough et al., 2007) the HSS score represents the complexity of understanding. 
Allegra 
 
Allegra’s deepening understanding doesn’t seem to be related to a higher HSS. Her HSS 
shifted from 11 and 12 in her first two maps, to 8 and 9 in the last two. Her growth in 
understanding seems to derive from the simplification of terms from more specific to more 
general. Her more general terms, several of which were linked to other terms in the first two 
concept maps are now transformed to have fewer links, which may suggest her understanding 




Allegra’s Concept Map Scores 
Allegra Map 1 Map 2 Map 3 Map 4 
Width 9 9 6 7 
Depth 2 3 2 2 
HSS 11 12 8 9 
Chunks 3 6 3 5 
Crosslinks 1 - 1 - 
 
Figure 4 
Allegra’s Concept Maps 
 
 
Concept Map 1 Concept Map 2 
 
 





All of Greta’s maps show consistent ideas of the teacher’s role and her changes 
specifically relate to combining concepts linking to the role of the teacher. In her second map, 
she expands her ideas to show deeper thinking. Her thinking includes a crosslink that connects to 
two other concepts. In her third and fourth maps, Greta added more links to each of the concepts 
of teacher role and student role. In her fourth map, her thinking shifts to include a widening 
understanding of acknowledging unstructured times for collaboration and recognizing what roles 
students gravitate towards or avoid during those learning opportunities. 
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Table 7  
Greta’s Concept Map Scores 
Greta Map 1 Map 2 Map 3 Map 4 
Width 6 6 8 6 
Depth 3 4 3 3 
HSS 9 10 11 9 
Chunks 4 7 4 3 
Crosslinks - 1 - - 
 
Figure 5 
Greta’s Concept Maps 
  
Concept Map 1 Concept Map 2 
  







Harlow was the only participant to color-code her concept maps giving them a visual 
component to the levels that was helpful to read and interpret. From map 1 to map 2 Harlow 
increased her number of concepts to show a change in her understanding after our first meeting 
together. Her HSS score showed an increase of +7. It seems to indicate her level of interest in the 
topic and her engagement in the discussion which included more links to additional concepts 
about student collaboration. Harlow participated in the second focus group discussion, but she 
did not complete the assigned concept maps 3 and 4. 
Table 8 
Harlow’s Concept Map Scores 
Harlow Map 1 Map 2 Map 3 Map 4 
Width 9 14 - - 
Depth 4 6 - - 
HSS 13 20 - - 
Chunks 10 9 - - 





Harlow’s Concept Maps 
 
 




All of Lorelei’s maps were simple and concise. She appears to be consistent with her 
thoughts on student collaboration, and the scores didn’t change with any significance. Between 
the first and second maps, Lorelei’s organization of terms shifts positions. In the third and fourth 
maps, her language changes slightly, which seems directly influenced by our discussions around 
defining vocabulary related to collaboration. Lorelei’s HSS score went up and down from her 
first map at 8 to her final map at 6 showing that her thinking seems to narrow down her overall 
core concept number. 
Table 9 
Lorelei’s Concept Map Scores 
 
Lorelei Map 1 Map 2 Map 3 Map 4 
Width 6 5 6 5 
Depth 2 5 2 1 
HSS 8 10 8 6 
Chunks 3 5 2 - 





Lorelei’s Concept Maps 
  
Concept Map 1 Concept Map 2 
 
 




Phoebe’s concept maps were detailed. The first included 16 concepts and the second 17. 
She had one crosslink on her second map that linked together using strategies to conflict 
resolution. Her second map was very similar to her first one and both listed together, caring, 
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kindness, acceptance, and positivity. Her focus on these terms leads the researcher to understand 
her teaching style and the importance of noticing the social-emotional reactions of her students 
during collaboration. She did not differentiate between teacher and student with her concepts; it 
seems as though she views both teacher and students to have the same expectations related to the 
concepts listed. In her second map, she added reflect after participating in our first discussion. 
Table 10 
Phoebe’s Concept Map Scores 
Phoebe Map 1 Map 2 Map 3 Map 4 
Width 16 17 - - 
Depth 2 1 - - 
HSS 18 18 - - 
Chunks 6 - - - 
Crosslinks - 1 - - 
 
Figure 8 
Phoebe’s Concept Maps 
  







 Willow had experiences on all of her maps. Her maps seem to show her consolidating her 
terms to be more concise with her terms about student collaboration. On her fourth map she 
added the concept work on communication, and on her second she added the concept talk moves. 
The term reflection had three links to group, student, and teacher connected to it on the fourth 
map, which initially appeared in her second map, and she listed relationships with links to 





Willow’s Concept Map Scores 
Willow Map 1 Map 2 Map 3 Map 4 
Width 9 8 - 6 
Depth 3 2 - 2 
HSS 12 10 - 8 
Chunks 4 1 - 2 
Crosslinks - - - - 
Figure 9 
Willow’s Concept Maps 
  
Concept Map 1 Concept Map 2 
 
 







The themes that were shared in the concept maps centered on student collaboration were 
trust, engagement, compromise, modeling, relationships, experiences, goals, facilitation, and an 
open environment. Some teachers focused more on the social-emotional aspect of preparing 
students for collaboration, and others thought more about their supportive role as facilitator or 
coach. Several themes that surfaced in the concept maps align with themes that emerged from the 
review of the transcripts and written reflections, which are discussed in the next section. These 
also reveal a tendency of each participant toward more of a constructivist or behaviorist way of 
thinking. 
Analysis in Relation to the Constructivist or Behaviorist Focus of Participants 
This section presents two charts for each participant’s relationship to the categories and 
themes that emerged from coding the transcripts and written reflections. There are three 
categories: 1) Classroom Facilitation/Teacher, 2) Students Working Together/Collaboration, and 
3) Teachers Working Together/Collaboration. One chart per participant focuses on the themes 
related to the category of Classroom Facilitation/Teacher. The second chart per participant 
focuses on the themes related to two categories of Students Working Together/Collaboration, 
and Teachers Working Together/Collaboration. Additionally, the coding of data from transcripts 
and written reflections revealed participants’ tendencies toward constructivist or behaviorist 
thinking in relation to the various themes. These tendencies are reported in the charts below 
using a C for constructive thinking and a B for behaviorist thinking. A description of each 
participant’s background will be included in this section. The six participants in this study all 






Allegra is a second-grade teacher. This is her third year of teaching, and she’s taught 
second, third, and fourth grade. She recently completed her Master’s Degree in Educational 
Technology.  
Table 12 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections 
 






































































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
1 - 1 - - - 4 - - - - - 1 - 1 - 1 - - - - - 
2 - - - - - - - - - - 1 - 1 - - - 2 - 1 - - - 
Reflections - - - - - - 1 - 1 - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - 
 
Table 13 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections 
 


























































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
4 - - - - - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
2 2 - 1 - 2 - - - - - 2 - - - 1 - 3 - 1 - 
Reflections - - - - - - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
Allegra’s comments focused on students using their compromising, brainstorming, and 
listening strategies while working together. She talked about flexibility, and she feels like it’s 
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extremely important that the teachers, students, and staff who are taking part in collaboration 
remain flexible. 
Allegra’s comments all fell into constructivist thinking as seen in the charts above. 
Constructivist strategies she focused on include the idea of students being exposed to different 
perspectives during student collaboration, valuing forming relationships with her students, and 
stepping back as a positive way to facilitate student collaboration in her classroom. Reflection 
and observation are important concepts in her work with students. Allegra discussed her 
connections with colleagues and her need to spend time building relationships which helps 
organize and plan for successful student collaboration.   
In her written reflection Allegra said, “The concept of flexibility was on my second map, 
but not on my first. I added this concept to my map of student collaboration because it is 
extremely important that the teachers, students, and staff taking part in collaboration are flexible. 
Teachers must be flexible in having the ability to step back and take the facilitator role, 
encouraging their students to collaborate amongst each other. Students must be flexible in their 
work with their peers. They need to show flexibility in listening to one another and 
compromising with one another. Within that idea, students must be willing to hear opinions and 
ideas that differ from their own. Student collaboration needs to be flexible in order to be 
successful.”  
Allegra shared many positive experiences and highlighted her teacher/child relationships 
in our focus groups. She sees her role as a facilitator and thinks student collaboration 






 Greta is a first-grade teacher. This is her ninth year in the classroom. She’s taught 
kindergarten and first grade. Greta recently earned her Master's Degree in Elementary 
Mathematics K-6, and she’s starting her second Master's Degree in Curriculum Instruction.  
Table 14 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 






































































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- 1 1 1 2 - - 1 - 1 1 2 - - - 1 - - 1 - - - 
2 - - 1 - - 1 - - - - - 1 - - - - 1 - - - - - 
Reflections - - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - 
 
Table 15 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 


























































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- - - - 1 - - - - 1 - - 1 - - 1 - - - - 
2 2 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Reflections - - - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - 
 
Greta focused on compromise both in and out of the classroom. She shared several 
comments about the increased need for social-emotional learning for students. 
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Greta’s thinking reveals more of the behaviorist thinking than some of her peers though a 
majority of her statements align with constructivist practices. Her comments in the first focus 
group were about classroom management and the importance of students understanding the 
expectations of her classroom. She takes this role very seriously, and maintaining control of the 
various student behaviors is first and foremost on her mind when she thinks of student 
collaboration. Greta mentions social-emotional learning and connects that to student readiness 
for collaboration. She sees the benefit of direct modeling for students learning new skills in order 
to explicitly teach the important concepts or routines. She views herself more as a coach and 
emphasizes the idea of making sure activities are interest-based.  
Some of Greta’s constructivist thinking fell into the theme of 
communication/conversation in the category of students working together/collaboration. She also 
mentioned choice/opportunity as well as giving her students enough time to work together. 
In her reflection answers, Greta said, “One word I reused often on my concept maps was 
‘compromise’. This is a life-long skill that translates into many facets of life, both in and out of 
the classroom. I feel that compromise, along with the increased need for social-emotional 
learning, is essential for young students to have consistent exposure to particularly in a group 
environment. It can be a challenge for students to understand the many voices, personalities, and 
strengths of group members. I feel that it's an important component of student collaboration, 
whether tasks are structured or unstructured.” 
Harlow 
 
This is Harlow’s seventh year in kindergarten at Clark-Wilkins School. Harlow has a 





Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 







































































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- 1 1 1 - - - - - - - 3 - - - - - 2 1 - 2 - 
2 1 - - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Reflections - - - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
Table 17 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 


























































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- - - - - - - - - 2 - - - 1 - - - - - - 
2 1 1 1 - 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Reflections  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
Harlow’s answers were aligned more to behaviorist thinking than her peers, though her 
comments included slightly more constructivist statements than behaviorist ones. Many of 
Harlow’s comments centered on management of the students and how the teacher manages 
instructional times to create opportunities for student collaboration. Her constructivist thoughts 
regarding student collaboration were in line with the themes specific to students working 
together/collaboration, communication/conversation, conflict resolution, and engagement. They 
also included trust, time, choice/opportunity, and group work in classroom facilitation/teacher. 
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Harlow focused on management in her concept map reflection and how her view changed 
after participating in the focus group discussions. “In both concept maps, I used the terms 
management. Originally, I viewed management as an important piece of controlling the students 
and their learning environment. It was more about expectations and spending the time to model 
and to make sure the students understood their roles. When asked to do the second concept map I 
wrote management but more in the sense of how I as the teacher might manage instructional 
times to create optimal opportunities for student collaboration. I am not sure if I understand the 




 Lorelei teaches first grade. This is her 25th year of teaching. She has taught first, second, 
and a multi-age of readiness and first grade. Lorelei’s focus during our discussions was on 
modeling. She sees the importance of being an active observer; if she’s invited or needed then 
she is ready to help. 
Table 18 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 






































































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- - - - - - - - - - 1 - 4 - 2 - 1 - - - - - 
2 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - 






Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 



























































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- - - - 1 - 1 - 1 - - - - - 1 - - - 1 - 
2 1 - - - - - 1 - 1 - - - - - 1 - - - - - 
Reflections - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - 
 
Lorelei’s comments were all in line with constructivism. She was the first participant to 
share the idea about the teacher stepping back to give students a chance to think and make 
decisions for themselves. Lorelei spoke about giving students time and opportunities to 
collaborate and she expressed her thoughts about making sure her classroom was a safe 
environment for students to learn how to listen to each other. She also commented on teamwork 
between teachers and how important those connections are in order for teachers to feel 
comfortable and supported.  
Lorelei’s comments touched on several themes that emerged related to student 
collaboration, communication, engagement, listening and sharing, and play. Her highest number 
of comments fell into two categories: relationships with students and teacher stepping back. 
Phoebe 
 
Phoebe teaches first grade. This is her second year teaching in that position. She has 




Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 








































































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- - - 1 1 - 2 - 2 - - - - 1 2 - 1 - - - 1 - 
2 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Reflections - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
Table 21 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 


























































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
- - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - - - - - 
2 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Reflections - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
Phoebe was only able to join the first focus group discussion. She had a family 
commitment on the date of our second meeting. Phoebe completed two concept maps, and the 
themes that she focused on were trust and respect. Phoebe’s comments about student 
collaboration focused on constructivist thinking in the themes of conflict resolution, different 
perspectives, flexibility, relationship with students, and reflection/observation, trust, and setting 
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goals. Her behaviorist comments were in the choice/opportunities and teacher stepping back. 
Phoebe shared her thoughts on giving students the chance to think before answering questions. 
Willow 
 
Willow is a kindergarten teacher. She’s taught kindergarten and preschool. Most of her 
background is in preschool. She started teaching in California which focused on emergent 
curriculum, which influences her inquiry-based approach to teaching.  
Table 22 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections  
 






































































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
1 1 1 - 1 - 1 - 2 - - - 1 - - - 1 - - 1 1 - 
2 1 1 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 3 - - - - - 
Reflections - - 1 - - - - - - - 1 - - - - - 1 - - - - - 
 
Table 23 
Number of Constructivist or Behaviorist Statements Coded from Transcripts and Written 
Reflections 
  


























































































C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B C B 
1 - - - - - 2 - 2 - - - - - - - 1 - - - 
2 1 - - - - - 1 - 1 - 1 - - - - - - - 1 - 




Willow’s comments were often about relationships and reflection. She believes that 
asking students to think and share about how the activity felt is critical. Young children want to 
talk about activities. Teachers can ask questions that help students self-reflect. Thinking about 
what felt good, what felt uncomfortable (and why) enables students to become comfortable 
collaborating in different situations and groups. She shared that she thinks it also helps teachers 
see what works, what doesn't, and what to do to improve the process of collaboration. 
Willow’s comments were mostly aligned with constructivist thinking. She mentioned 
flexibility and the classroom facilitation aspect of student collaboration. As an inquiry-based 
teacher, Willow talked about conflict resolution, choice, different perspectives, and the benefit of 
reflection. A few of her ideas about group work and time were more behaviorist in thinking due 
to her thoughts on how to group students according to her own criteria and her thoughts about 
finding time to balance curriculum with collaboration activities rather than thinking of them 
happening at the same time. In chapter five these reasons will be discussed in further detail. 
Willow’s comment about reflection: “Reflection was not on my first map and is on my 
last. This is kind of the ah ha concept. It is often hard to find the time for reflection after an 
activity, but it is really important for teachers and students. Asking students to think and share 
about how the activity felt is critical. Young children want to talk about activities, teachers can 
ask questions that help students self-reflect. Thinking about what felt good what felt 
uncomfortable (and why) enables students to become comfortable at collaboration in different 
situations and groups. I think it also helps teachers see what works, what doesn't and what to do 




Teaching Style Survey Data 
The results of this survey showed all teachers responding with “often” and “most of the 
time” to questions that relate to attentiveness to students’ emotions, displaying patience, offering 
empathy, and feeling confident in their teaching abilities. For some of the questions about 
knowing how to manage difficult behaviors, teachers shared that they “rarely” or “never” find it 
difficult to manage behaviors. Four teachers said they were unsure how to solve students’ 
misbehaviors at times. Five of the participants said they have a close and warm personal 
relationship with their students. 
 Figure 10 














Teachers Sense of Efficacy Data 
The responses to the questions in the Teachers Sense of Efficacy Survey all fell into the 
range between “some influence” and “a great deal”. This reveals that these six teachers believe 
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that they have a positive sense of their teaching abilities prior to participating in the first focus 
group, and they feel confident in their professional role in the classroom. 
They felt especially confident motivating students, getting students to believe they can do 
well in school, and helping students value learning. The participants had very high ratings related 
to crafting good questions for their students, getting children to follow classroom rules, and 
calming a disruptive student. The only question that had a lower rating was specifically about 
establishing a classroom management system with each group of students. Five teachers reported 
feeling confident using a variety of assessment strategies choosing “quite a bit” on the rating 
scale. Overall, the participants in this study had a high sense of efficacy related to their teaching 
abilities. 
Figure 11 










Participant Definitions of Student Collaboration 
The participants were asked to create definitions for student collaboration which are 










Students sharing ideas or working together 
towards a specific task or goal with the 
guidance of their teacher as a facilitator. 
Greta Students are able to work towards a common 
goal bringing their knowledge and gaining 
information from the experience, while 




Both structured and unstructured opportunity 
for students to work together to cooperate, 
build, communicate, problem-solve to 
complete a task; organically created task or 
given task. 
Lorelei Students working together to discuss or work 
on a task, activity, or to solve a problem. 
Willow 
 
Students working together for a common 
goal, either a known goal, an assignment, or 
when that develops organically as in play.  
 
Summary 
  In this chapter, the researcher was able to examine the comments from participants and 
determine their constructivist or behaviorist tendencies as they relate to student collaboration. In 
this group of six participants, three were completely constructivist in their thinking, one was 





Chapter 5. Discussion 
 The purpose of this research was to gather information about early childhood teachers’ 
perspectives of their roles while offering student collaboration in their classrooms. Learning 
more about what teachers are thinking provides further knowledge of how to encourage more 
opportunities for student collaboration in the early grades. The research shows that there are 
positive benefits for students who understand the skills of collaboration and who have 
knowledgeable teachers committed to facilitating this type of learning in classrooms (Quinn, 
2012). This chapter addresses the participant teachers’ perspectives in relation to student 
collaboration and their shifts in thinking about student collaboration within the context of this 
study. 
Research question 1: What are Early Childhood Teachers’ Perspectives of the Concept of 
Student Collaboration? 
 
In the initial focus group, the first question in the presentation focused on teachers’ 
understanding of student collaboration. The participants referenced their first concept maps at 
times during the discussion. The emerging ideas from participants highlighted what early 
childhood teachers think about student collaboration and the aspects that they find important. All 
teachers agreed that students working together in different types of groups is student 
collaboration. Play was mentioned as a way for students to work out differences and learn to 
share ideas. 
Two of the teachers agreed that student collaboration can look like students working in 
pairs, small groups, or large groups with collaboration happening across the board with 
everything. One participant shared that during play-based learning time collaboration happens 
organically. During this time students are working together to achieve a goal while they play 
with their peers. Setting goals during play is often not realized by students because it’s a natural 
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part of creating desired play scenarios. Teacher participants agreed that in their experiences, 
collaboration in the classroom goes more smoothly when students set their own goals, share their 
ideas, and feel like their classmates are listening to them. 
A strong discussion point for participants was social-emotional learning. Compromise 
and turn-taking are more apt to happen naturally if student interest is high and students are able 
to lead the collaborative activities. Participants felt it was best to assume that students didn’t 
know strategies for collaboration at first, so teachers should be prepared to provide extra 
coaching. These are the times when teachers can observe natural leaders emerge and offer social-
emotional support throughout the process to build student confidence. 
Throughout our focus group discussions, the theme “taking a step back” was shared by 
several teachers. This was described as intervening only when invited by the students. They 
agreed that observing and listening to students work out their differences and make decisions on 
their own allowed students to become more independent collaborators. Most of the participants 
admitted that stepping back was hard to do and acknowledged that more learning happens when 
they try. 
Another theme discussed during our time together was related to different ideas and 
perspectives. Participants shared that it’s important to allow students to work together when they 
each have a different idea of how to solve a task. One teacher used STEM as an example. During 
a STEM activity, students are working together to create something assigned to them. This is 
when a compromise occurs, and different perspectives can be shared by each of the students. 
These findings are consistent with prior research (Kutnick et al., 2006) stating that students who 




Participants in this focus group study were asked to write definitions of student 
collaboration and share these in the discussion. Their ideas, which are highlighted below, are 
similar to one another and include concepts that emerged in the first focus group discussion. The 
ideas are similar to one another and include concepts that emerged in the first focus group 
discussion.  
Research question 2: Do Teachers’ Perceptions of their Teaching Styles Influence their 
Concept of Student Collaboration? 
 
 The teachers in this study openly explained the ways their teaching styles allowed for 
student collaboration in their classrooms. Learning about their individual styles can help us 
examine the research more closely and understand teachers’ self-efficacy specifically related to 
providing collaborative opportunities. 
 Classroom management was discussed by several participants as the basis of the 
environment teachers want to create. These teachers recognized that the theme of management 
sounded teacher driven, which is more closely aligned to the behaviorist approach. The teachers 
shared that establishing control in the classroom was best achieved by organizing students in 
specific ways according to the individual teacher’s view of student personalities and behaviors. 
The participants felt that early childhood students need to learn what it means to “be a student” 
before being allowed too much freedom or choice during play or collaboration. The teachers 
believed that consistency with following a routine adds to the idea of creating an environment 
where students know what to expect, feel safe, and are more comfortable around each other.  
Though most spoke about management in a more behaviorist way at times, three 
participants leaned towards the constructivist approach in their style of teaching. They shared 
that their foundation when establishing the classroom environment began with creating 
meaningful relationships with students and giving them a chance to create rules and procedures 
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together. There is often modeling involved by these teachers throughout this process, but 
ultimately, they value creating classroom management procedures together.  
One of the participants spoke about wanting to be a peacemaker in her classroom. This 
might reflect more of a need to seek control in the classroom and having trouble letting go and 
trusting that students can work through their conflicts peacefully. This teacher admitted that she 
wants things to go smoothly and understands problems can’t be resolved immediately but wants 
to keep the peace. She said she knew she could step back more often and help students learn that 
they can solve their problems on their own, but it’s very difficult for her. 
It’s possible that the theme of time is related more closely to teachers’ patience. After 
asking a question, the teachers shared that pausing to give students “wait time” makes a 
difference in the quality of students’ ideas and answers. One of the participants recognized that 
she tends to speak very quickly and isn’t comfortable when it’s quiet while a student is thinking 
about how to answer her questions. She shared that she could be better at incorporating more 
“think time”. She believes that students benefit from this time, and she is working on resisting 
the urge to hurry her students to answer, move on to another student too quickly, or give the 
answer herself. She stated that she doesn’t think teachers realize this enough and should consider 
recognizing it in their discussions with students. Another teacher talked about flexibility related 
to time. She elaborated on this idea by explaining if a collaborative activity just “felt right” she 
knew she was doing the right thing and embraced the flexibility to continue. 
Teachers felt that having more physical space in their classrooms could improve 
collaboration efforts. Several participants felt like having groups spread out in a larger space 




In summary, all of the teachers incorporated some behaviorist management practices in 
their classrooms to stay organized during collaboration. Two responded with more behaviorist 
statements about their practice. One participant tends towards a behaviorist approach while 
recognizing yet not fully knowing how to shift to incorporating more constructivist approaches. 
Finally, three of the participants reflected strong constructivist styles according to their 
statements. 
Research question 3: What do Teachers State as Good Strategies for Student 
Collaboration? 
 
 During both focus group discussions, teachers shared a few strategies they found 
beneficial during student collaboration.   
One participant explained that taking a step back was difficult with students who require 
significant academic or social-emotional support. The teacher who shared this hesitation was 
made aware of this strategy in the first focus group discussion. In the second discussion, the 
teacher shared that she decided to try stepping back during collaborative activities with the 
students who typically require extra attention to complete assignments. She was surprised by the 
positive results, and it changed her perspective about what students are capable of achieving 
when given the opportunity. 
Reflection was a strategy that another participant discussed. She stated that reflection 
often occurs at the end of the day and is sometimes cut short due to lack of time. Her goal was to 
make it a priority in her practices to give students a chance to share their thinking about the 
process and acknowledge the ways the processes can be improved in the future.  
Several participants talked about providing adequate time for play in their classrooms as 
a strategy for student collaboration. Teachers found this to be an important strategy for 
successful student collaboration. This suggests that teachers feel students need to learn to trust 
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each other and their teacher to be successful collaborators. Giving students free time together 
builds a community of learners where trust can develop.  
Embracing conflict is another strategy of significance highlighted by three participants. 
The teachers stressed the importance of letting students discover that conflict is okay. These 
teachers agreed that students require practice expressing themselves, access to teacher 
facilitation, and plenty of space to work together to explore new ways to embrace conflict. 
The self-reflection shared by all participants suggests that teachers appreciate hearing 
new ideas and are willing to make or try to make changes in their practices that seem beneficial 
and meaningful for student learning. They recognized that making changes to their facilitation 
techniques might impact student self-reflection within the context of student collaboration. They 
were sure to clarify that reflection is necessary every time, not just the first time they collaborate 
together. One of the teachers who shared that the reflection piece was really important in her 
experiences during collaborative work gave examples of her questions to students. These 
included “How are you feeling?”, “What did you like?”, “Was it hard for you?”. She shared that 
reflective questioning is not something that students are used to, but she thinks it should be 
incorporated into every closing meeting during collaboration processes. The idea of reflection 
had two important aspects: one included the teacher reflecting on their individual practices, and 
the other focused on the student reflection that the teacher supports through conversation and 
questioning. 
The theme of learning how to trust themselves and each other was shared by participants 
in the discussion. These teachers stated that students need to learn to trust their instincts and trust 
in their skills to feel confident to work things out when something doesn’t go their way. The 
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teacher who shared this theme suggested that this is a way for her to narrow down which 
students need more facilitation during collaborative work. 
One of the participants in this study has more of an inquiry background. She talked about 
the need for students to play so they can practice all of the skills they’re learning. Her theory was 
to give them strategies and skills and then give them time to practice during free play. Another 
participant followed up with the idea that administrators needed to develop an understanding that 
play is a valuable precursor to inquiry and learning. Guiding administrators to this way of 
thinking could result in their approval and adjustment of early childhood teachers’ daily 
schedules to allow for more time for play. 
What are Teachers’ Perceptions of their Role in Student Collaboration? 
 
 Teachers’ perceptions of their roles in student collaboration include modeling at the 
beginning of the year and then taking a step back to allow students to figure out how to interact 
with peers for more in-depth collaborating. A few of the participants acknowledged that they 
want every student’s voice to be heard. They shared that walking around checking on different 
groups gives them a chance to observe who is listening and engaged. 
At the beginning of the year, it might look different because teachers are helping students 
establish the norms, the rules, and the routines of group work. One teacher discussed her role as 
taking a step back, always being available to facilitate, and making sure if there's a conflict that 
the students can either resolve it independently or with her help. She shared that a student’s 
ability to collaborate with peers and work on individual projects changes during the year 
depending on the engagement or interest in the topic. 
Another participant felt like a teacher has many roles. When she taught fourth grade, she 
felt her role was to emphasize more on following the standard curriculum with some social-
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emotional support. In the younger grades, she feels like her focus leans towards social-emotional 
learning before students are able to access the standard curriculum in a more deep and 
meaningful way.   
Another role that emerged was facilitator. One participant explained that instead of 
jumping in and trying to take control of what students are doing she tries to be available to make 
sure things go smoothly. In the same area of discussion, the term coach was used by a few 
participants. Asking good questions came up as another role of the teacher when facilitating 
student collaboration, which ties into the teacher’s role as a facilitator. 
What are Teachers’ Perceptions of the Student’s Role in Student Collaboration? 
 
  All of the participants agreed that the students should be active participants and share 
their ideas. One participant added that other essential skills necessary were being receptive to 
ideas and working on skills of compromising and understanding. Another participant elaborated 
on that idea and stated that students should begin to understand and practice giving their 
classmates time to share their ideas during discussions. 
One of the research assistants asked, “What about children who are shy and don’t 
participate in class or enjoy collaborative work? How do we engage them?” A constructivist 
participant answered first with her strategies about using non-verbal cues in her classroom. The 
hand signal to indicate “I agree/I disagree” or “brain match” can be used by students when 
they’re thinking the same thing. Students that might not want to share their thinking verbally can 
share this way without feeling uncomfortable. Giving them those nonverbal ways of 




Research question 4: What are Shifts in Teachers’ Beliefs about Student Collaboration 
after Viewing a Presentation that includes Photos and Information of First Grade Students 
Engaged in a Collaborative Learning Experience? 
 
The information in this section derives from the review of the focus group transcripts, the 
content in the concept maps, and written reflections. During the first focus group discussion, one 
of the participants discussed working on improving her teaching practices. These topics were 
part of the discussion after viewing the researcher’s presentation. The teacher’s comments 
reflected her view on student collaboration as a positive opportunity for students, but she was 
struggling to allow it too often in her classroom because it required a lot of stepping back and 
releasing some aspect of classroom control and management. She was open but hesitant. She 
wasn’t able to attend the second focus group discussion due to a family commitment, so we were 
unable to continue the conversations and uncover any more shifts in her thinking about student 
collaboration. 
 Several of the participants talked about their changed thinking when they were asked to 
respond to the four reflection prompts accompanying their completion of the final concept map. 
The reflection questions asked participants to reflect back and compare their thinking across the 
four concept maps. In one written response, a teacher wrote about her latest concept map 
emphasizing the teacher-community role of student collaboration whereas the original concept 
map elaborated on the individual role of the teacher. It is possible that her thinking began to shift 
towards her being part of a teacher-community where she can benefit from discussions about 
student collaboration with peer teachers, like the meetings among grade level teachers at her 
school that mirror the conversation in these focus group sessions. She mentioned social-
emotional learning more than anyone else. Many of her comments centered around setting up 
expectations for students to follow and feel secure in her class. She seemed to be trying to 
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explore the aspects of the constructivist approach during our focus groups. She was noticeably 
quieter in our second group but very honest in her reflection answers. It might be that she sees 
student collaboration more often during STEM activities. Based on her response, she seemed 
more open to the idea of setting up classroom jobs as a possible time for student collaboration 
after listening to another teacher explain her method of creating student jobs in her classroom.  
The first map of one participant showed a variety of collaboration modalities: online, 
through arts, and paper/pencil. She also mentioned creating rules and procedures with students. 
This suggests that she sees collaboration in all areas of the day. Multiple modalities for students 
to collaborate was a new idea that emerged from her concept map and very relevant, especially 
considering the different ways teachers needed to teach during the pandemic. A shift for this 
participant is reflected in her statements about wanting to step back more and allow more 
thinking time for students. 
One constructivist teacher reflected on the outcome of student group work being different 
and unbalanced as far as the quality of the final products. She views student collaboration as a 
specific activity chosen by students where the engagement or interest plays an important role. 
Her comment related to student work quality shows her sensitivity to the feelings of her students 
She was thinking of strategies to improve that process with her students and the quality of the 
products they produce during collaborative opportunities. Her thoughts on relationships changed 
during the discussions. When she wrote relationships on the first map, she was thinking about 
relationships that were already established. She said she was thinking about how students work 
together. On the last map, relationships meant more to her. It was more about how relationships 
were built and how they changed through the process in a fluid, organic process. The more 
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opportunities she provides for collaboration, the more chances students have to build 
relationships. 
The last question on the participants’ written reflection was to write a paragraph about 
how they would apply what they learned in their classrooms. The responses from the 
participants gave the researcher a sense of how their thinking had changed after being a part of 
this study.  
One participant shared that she already started applying what she learned in her 
classroom. The idea of teacher as facilitator is something that she’s always tried to incorporate 
in her teaching, but after this focus group she started incorporating it more. She noticed a 
significant increase in her students’ abilities to compromise with their peers and problem solve. 
She shared that the ideas discussed throughout this focus group were very beneficial for her as a 
teacher and for her students as collaborators. 
Another participant brought up a question about the consistency of the grading system 
used for students. Her thoughts about work-study practices focused on how collaboration is 
reported, but collaborative activities aren’t explicitly included the grading system to prepare 
students. She thinks it would be worthwhile to examine the opportunities for collaborative 
learning at each grade level of curriculum development. Her ideas relate to Vygotsky’s ideas that 
children need to be assessed at the bottom and top of the zone of proximal development, where 
they can work independently and where group support benefits their progress (Cicconi, 2013).  
One participant shared her sense of motivation and excitement moving forward. She 
believes collaboration is such an important skill to foster in our young learners. Sharing these 
ideas with the administration in an attempt to provide data to show how collaboration benefits 
teachers and students were mentioned in our final discussion.  
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One participant expressed that student collaboration is not something that can just be 
done once in a while and be expected to go well. It is a skill that has to be taught, practiced, and 
reflected on. It also has to be something students do often and in different ways. She believes 
that it can't happen only during math or science. It should be something that happens across the 
board. If a student is not a strong math student and students only collaborate during math, that 
student will most likely not enjoy the process of collaboration. Teachers should look at their 
students’ strengths and interests and design a variety of collaborative tasks that engage all 
students and allow everyone to feel successful. 
Limitations 
This research began before the pandemic, and because of the COVID-19 restrictions in 
place, the original proposal needed to be adjusted. The focus groups took place over Zoom, and 
one teacher was teaching remotely while the other five were teaching in person with the 
limitations of social distancing and masks. The information gathered from participants during 
their COVID teaching understandably altered their answers and state of mind during this 
unsettled time.  
Another limitation of this study is the small size of the focus group so that findings 
cannot be generalized to a larger population. Due to personal reasons, one participant was unable 
to join the final focus group and for unknown reasons, another participant didn’t complete the 
final two concept maps.  
Additionally, teachers’ self-reports in interviews and concept maps provide valuable 
insights, yet the accuracy of their reported practices cannot be viewed as reliable without 
validation through observations of their practices. The data from this study is intended to lead to 
future research that would include teacher reports as well as observations of teachers in practice.  
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Additionally, researcher bias can be a limitation. The researcher works in the same school 
as the six participants. To avoid as much bias as possible the researcher didn’t discuss the study 
with participants outside of the focus group interviews, chose participants on a first come first 
serve basis, and relied on two research assistants to prevent bias in coding the data. 
Conclusion and Future Research 
Exploring this topic brought about more questions and specific areas to research in the 
future. For example, the potential for professional development opportunities to help teachers 
prepare for student collaboration could be organized at the elementary school in NH where the 
participants of this study teach. Teachers might find this work helpful, and they would be 
offering another way to support student collaboration and guide them toward understanding 
extrinsic motivators and how the use of rewards interferes with relationships of children with 
peers and adults (Moberly, 2005). 
Another opportunity stemming from this research that might benefit other teachers could 
be to develop similar small groups of teaching teams to support anyone who wants to try 
incorporating more student collaboration activities in their classrooms. Documentation of the 
processes and discussions can be shared with the possibility of publishing further research for the 
benefit of teachers beyond this school setting. 
An online professional development format generated from the ideas of this group of 
teachers could include more teachers from other areas and help form new connections for all 
interested participants. This would be based on teacher curiosity and general interest with a 
format that would be casual and unassuming. Replication studies can use the processes from 
these focus groups to organize teachers in different school settings to serve as supports/coaches 
in their schools.  
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Researching students’ perspectives of collaboration using focus groups and concept maps 
would be an interesting way to gather more information and understand how students feel about 
their roles in the process.  
Observing teacher practices related to student collaboration would corroborate whether 
their practices match their perceptions of their practice and would shed light on their many useful 
strategies. Strategies like the language teachers use during student collaboration were not a 
prominent feature of the focus group discussions, and it would be important to explore language 
strategies that guide successful student collaboration.  
 In pursuing this topic, the researcher wanted to find out more about how teachers feel 
about student collaboration in the early childhood classroom setting. The findings from this study 
can support future researchers in addition to being utilized by teacher teams as an organizational 
format for professional development purposes within the context of their school settings, which 
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